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ABSTRACT
Parrish, Margaret A. M.A. The University of Memphis. August/2013. African
American Muslim Women: Navigating Racial and Religious Identities.
Since the events of 9/11, a large amount of scholarship has been dedicated to
uncovering information regarding the experiences of foreign Muslims living in the
United States, while very little attention has been paid to the experiences of African
American Muslims. This study seeks to remedy that gap by focusing on the experiences
of African American Muslim women who wear a hijab throughout their day-to-day lives.
Four women were chosen for this study and interview questions were developed with a
specific focus on how they navigate both their religious and racial identities on a daily
basis. Beginning research from the lives of women corresponds with the theoretical
foundation used in guiding this study: Feminist Standpoint Theory. Additionally, a
phenomenological approach was chosen to provide a forum for these women’s voices to
be heard through their own experiences and stories.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
This research study examines the lives of African American Muslim women who
wear a hijab throughout their day-to-day lives. The purpose of this study is to understand
how these women negotiate both their racial and religious identities within their Muslim
communities and their African American communities. A class assignment in an
Introduction to Qualitative Research Methods class initiated my exploration this topic. I
used background information from Women’s Studies, qualitative methods, and
communication theory coursework to formulate the methods and procedures for this
study. Moreover, the combination of these courses along with extensive hours of research
has allowed for a deep understanding of the problem.
Background of the Problem
The volatile events that took place in New York City on 9/11 not only sparked
ongoing wars with Afghanistan and Iraq, but also pushed citizens and scholars to closely
examine Islam and everything the religion entails. Americans became inundated with
images of Muslim women covered head-to-toe in burkas1 or at the very least donning a
hijab2. The images along with speeches of several notable public figures, including Laura
Bush3, used Muslim women and their dress as a way to display how they had become
subjects of horrible Islamic oppression. These perceptions are not simply attributed to
Muslim women living in Middle Eastern countries, but were also attributed to Muslims
living in the United States. Droogsma (2007) contends, “Muslim women in the United
States who wear headscarves face greater scrutiny and suspicion due to a generalized fear
1

A full length head to toe garment worn by Muslim women. The only thing visible on a woman
when wearing a burka is her eyes (Ahmed, 2011).
2
A head covering (Karim, 2009).
3
Laura Bush delivered a speech on November 17, 2001 regarding the state of women in
Afghanistan (Abu-Lughod, 2002).
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of Muslims” (p. 295). Therefore, a variety of articles and books focus on educating and
redefining the slanted meaning of the hijab for American female Muslims (Ahmed, 2011;
Droogsma, 2007; Macdonald, 2006). However, the majority of this research has been
focused on the experiences of Middle Eastern and East Asian Muslim women who
choose to cover, which has led to essentialized descriptions that do not always include the
voices and experiences of African American Muslim women.
African Americans represent one of the largest ethnic Muslim groups in the
United States, but their experiences post 9/11 are highly understudied (Karim, 2005).
While African American Muslims do not share the same ethnic background as those of
Middle Eastern and East Asian descent, they are connected through a shared religious
identity. Karim (2009) describes this American Muslim community as the ummah. Karim
uses the “Arabic word ummah to refer to this group, Muslim community, as well as its
ideal meaning, the global Islamic sisterhood and brotherhood united across racial and
ethnic differences” (p.3). The majority of African Americans found their way to Islam
during the Civil Rights Movement when leaders Elijah Muhammed and Malcolm X
promoted The Nation of Islam as a way to combat racism (Haley & X, 1965). It was not
until 1975, when W. D. Mohammed turned the African American Muslim community
away from The Nation of Islam and towards Sunni Islam, did Middle Eastern, South
Asian, and African American Muslims all belong to the same American Muslim
community (Karim, 2005). Once the groups merged into one distinct community, racial
divisions among the members began to occur.
Ideally, Islam is a religion that bolsters the idea of inclusivity for its members no
matter what a person’s ethnic background may be. However, influxes of highly educated
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and professional immigrants hailing from the Middle East and South Asian countries
have caused a new form of racism in the Muslim community. This new racism extends
beyond the black-white color line that has been engrained into the American culture, but
at the same time enforces it (Karim, 2009). In order to assimilate into the dominant, white
American culture, immigrant Muslims juxtapose themselves against African American
Muslims and claim a position of model minority. According to Karim, “The myth of the
model minority, for example, represents a form of disguised racism that achieves new
ways to racialize African Americans. By portraying Asian immigrants as hardworking,
professional, ‘model’ minorities, these widespread images reinforce racist notions of
African Americans as ‘undesirable’ minorities” (p. 5). This phenomenon is causing
African American Muslims to feel displaced in their religious communities contributing
to division among the ethnic groups. For African Americans, becoming Muslim started
out as a way to combat racism prevalent during the Civil Rights Movement; however,
when the change from the Nation of Islam to Sunni Islam occurred in 1975, they faced
and are facing almost identical forms of oppression by their immigrant counterparts.
Research Purpose and Research Questions
While enrolled in a Sociology course entitled Multiracial Feminist Theory, I read
two books that would have a great deal of influence over my topic selection for my
Master’s thesis. The first book was entitled A Quiet Revolution: The Veil’s Resurgence,
from the Middle East to America by Laila Ahmed. The second half of this book
investigated female Muslims4 living in America who wear a hijab. Next, we read Black
Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment by
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This book primarily focused on women of foreign descent hailing from either Middle Eastern or
East Asian countries.

3

Patricia Hill Collins, PhD. Collins’ book covered a wide variety of topics dealing with the
daily struggles women of African American5 descent face in the United States. She
explains to readers the lack of scholarly research focusing on the lives of women, in
particular African American women6, and the debilitating effects that come with this lack
of research. I was inspired by Collins’ words to reflect back on the previous book I
mentioned, which made me realize A Quiet Revolution did not cover the experiences of
African American Muslim women living in the United States who choose to wear a hijab.
This is troublesome considering African Americans make up sixty percent of native born
U.S. Muslims (Johnson, 2011). In fact, most of the research on female Muslims in
America deals primarily with those who are from Middle Eastern and East Asian descent
(Karim, 2009). Recognizing this gap, I chose to respond Collins’ call and combine my
interests in Islamic and African American studies.
The purpose of this phenomenological study is to understand the process African
American Muslim women who wear a hijab go through when negotiating both their racial
and religious identities. The research will focus on the experiences of four women who fit
the participation criteria. This study will fulfill a portion of the requirements for my
master’s degree, and it will also serve as a pilot study for future research. The following
is the research question directing this study: How do African American Muslim women
who wear a hijab successfully negotiate their Muslim identities and their African
American identities in their day-to-day lives? Additionally, this study holds a subsidiary

5

Collins deals primarily with the lives of African American women; however, her argument does
extend to include additional minority groups living in the United States.
6
Since the publication of Collins’ book, Black Feminist Thought, in 1991, a larger amount of
research has been dedicated to understanding the lives of African American women.
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research question: Do African American Muslim women who wear a hijab experience
exclusion from either their Muslim or African American communities?
Typical features found within a phenomenological study include a focus upon a
specific phenomenon experienced by a group of people and then seeking out participants
who fit the research qualifications. Creswell (2013) describes the appropriate amount of
participants a phenomenological researcher should work toward, “a heterogeneous group
is identified that may vary in size from 3 to 4 individuals to 10 to 15” (p. 78). Within the
parameters of this study, four participants were contacted and interviewed staying within
Creswell’s recommended amount of three to four participants. An additional feature
focuses on the researcher bracketing his or her self outside of the study by disclosing
prior experience with the phenomenon being studied (Creswell, 2013). This not only
helps the researcher discover bias he or she may hold prior to data analysis, but also helps
future readers to understand perceptions held by the researcher and the ways in which
they may have affected interpretation of the data. It is especially important for researchers
to bracket their experiences in studies dealing with religion. Heavy biases emerge when
dealing with a researcher’s personal belief system; therefore, a discussion of the
researcher’s experience with Islam will be discussed in Chapter 3.
A phenomenological approach to qualitative research methods will be used in this
study. Taylor and Bogdan (1998) explain, “The task of the phenomenologist...is to
capture how people construct their realities” (p. 11). Additionally, Creswell (2013) states,
“From the structural and textural descriptions, the research...writes a composite
description that presents the “essence” of the phenomenon” (p. 82). Choosing a
phenomenological approach for this study will permit me to interview women as means
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to gain access into their realities and experiences. The end goal is to interpret those
experiences for outsiders and foreign insiders to better understand the lives of African
American Muslim women. Through interviews and interpretation, I hope to grasp the
essence of the women’s experiences within this phenomenon.
Overview
Thus chapter has provided a basic understanding of my research topic. A brief
explanation of how I came to this topic was discussed along with the primary research
question and subsidiary research question guiding this study. I determined a qualitative
research method (phenomenology) would be used in order to come to conclusions
regarding the experiences of African American Muslims women. In the following
chapter, an extensive literature review includes the topic areas surrounding this subject.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Throughout this literature review, I develop two topic areas related to this study:
Feminist Standpoint Theory and African American Muslim women who wear a hijab.
First, a brief understanding of how I arrived at this topic is examined along with my
research trail. Next, as the chosen theoretical foundation for this study, the origins and
current applications of Feminist Standpoint Theory will be explored. Additionally, within
Feminist Standpoint Theory is the concept of intersectionality developed by Patricia Hill
Collins. Given the importance the concept of intersectionality plays in this particular
study, its basic tenants and principles is reviewed. Finally, this study revolves around the
lives of four African American Muslim women who choose to wear a hijab.
Research Trail
When deciding on a topic for my Master’s thesis, I knew I wanted to incorporate
my interests in women’s studies, religious studies, and identity formation. As an
undergraduate, I was assigned to read an article in my Gender Communication course
written by Dr. Rachel Droogsma, who also happened to be teaching the course. Her
article is entitled: Redefining Hijab: American Muslim Women’s Standpoint on Veiling.
Throughout the article, Droogsma uses American Muslim women’s stories to shed light
on the misconceptions and stereotypes surrounding the hijab in the United States.
Droogsma briefly touches on the experiences of African American Muslim women who
choose to veil and posits that an African American woman’s religious identity will
supersede a racial identity. Remembering this article, I brought it to my classmates’ and
professor’s attention in the Multiracial Feminist Theory course I was taking for my
Women’s Studies certificate. The claim Droogsma made regarding African American
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Muslim women prompted a lively discussion in class and by the end of the period, I felt
encouraged to explore this topic further.
I began by researching African American female Muslims and their experience
with wearing the hijab. I started by reading through the references Dr. Droogsma claimed
in her research and pinpointed articles and books that related directly to my topic. I
searched the Communication and Mass Media Complete (CMMC) database with keys
word such as African American Muslims, female Muslims, Muslims and Identity,
Muslim Identity formation, Black Muslims, Islam and the veil, women and the veil,
women and the hijab, and urban Islam. Unfortunately, I soon discovered very little
research is being done on this subject in the Communication discipline. I turned my
attention towards Women’s Studies databases in hopes of a longer results list. I found
articles by Macdonald (2006), Houle (2009), Hirschmarm (1998), Longino (1993), Misra
(2012), Moore (2012), Nash (2008), Purkayasatha (2012), and Yuval-Davis (2012) that
proved to be helpful; however, I was still having trouble finding articles and information
dealing directly with African American female Muslims1. I decided to turn my attention
away from a database search and toward a book search.
Through a Google book search, I located religious scholar, Dr. Jamilla Karim and
her book American Muslim Women: Negotiating Race, Class, and Gender Within the
Ummah. I quickly discovered Karim is a leading scholar regarding research specifically
dealing with identity formation for African American Muslim women. Through her book,
I was able to identify additional articles and books she has published to be
incorporated into my research (Karim, 2005, 2007, 2009). Additionally, her references

1

The majority of the research on female Muslims living in the United States focuses on women of
Middle Eastern and East Asian descent.
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led to more books written by scholars with a specific focus on African American
Muslims living in an urban setting (Abdul-Ghafur, 2005; Mansson McGinty, 2006;
Moxley Rouse, 2004; Prashad, 2001; Schmidt, 2004). These books led me back to a
database search with new key words such as model minority, American Muslim
community, Islam and racial division, religion versus race, African American Muslim
identity, and oppression in Islam communities.
I then turned my attention toward finding literature on my theoretical framework:
Feminist Standpoint Theory. This search was considerably less difficult than the first and
I was able to find all the information primarily through database searches. The majority
of articles I found were through the Communication and Mass Complete Data base
including, Dougherty, 2000; Droogsma, 2007; O’Brian Hallstein, 2000; Orbe, 1998;
Reece, 1996; Wood, 1992, 1995, 2012. Also, I consulted one communication theory book
for the basic tenants of the theory: Griffin, 2009. Finally, I found the following articles
and books written by sociologists: Bose, 2012; Bowell, 2011; Choo & Ferree, 2010;
Crenshaw, 1991; Harding, 1991; Hill Collins, 1989, 1991, 1998, 2012. The above books
and articles explored the basic tenants of Feminist Standpoint Theory while also
providing examples of application.
Now that I have explained my research process, I will delve into the literature
itself and the background it provides for this study. The first half of the literature review
will provide an in-depth explanation of Feminist Standpoint Theory and the contributions
of Sandra Harding, Julia T. Wood and Patricia Hill Collins. The second half will explore
the literature pertaining to African American Muslims living in the United States. Within
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this topic, a specific focus on women will be observed and how they negotiate both their
racial and religious identities on a day-to-day basis.
Theoretical Framework
Choosing one or more theoretical foundations when conducting qualitative
research is an important step in the process that every researcher must take. A
phenomenological approach uses participants’ words and experiences to help illuminate
the basic tenants of a certain phenomenon which is why feminist theories are often used
in phenomenological studies. According to Creswell (2013), “In feminist research
approaches, the goals are to establish collaborative and non-exploitative relationships, to
place the researcher within the study as to avoid objectification, and to conduct research
that is transformative” (p. 29). I have therefore chosen Feminist Standpoint Theory as the
theoretical framework for this study. The development of this theory has been attributed
to many different scholars in a variety of fields; however the FTS scholars who will be
highlighted here are Sandra Harding, Julia T. Wood, and Patricia Hill Collins.
Feminist Standpoint Theory. We all hold a particular point of view or
perspective when dissecting, interpreting, and understanding our world. In patriarchal
societies, some members’ opinions and ideologies are privileged over others due to the
imbalance of power and perpetual hegemonic forces. In Western culture, the advantaged
members of society can consistently be identified as Caucasian, heterosexual, educated
males (Collins, 1991). This imbalance of power creates oppression and marginalization
due to the ascribed meanings privileged members of society then placed on individuals
finding themselves outside of the dominant culture. Women of all races, ethnicities, and
sexualities are among the oppressed and voiceless in the United States. Because of this
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subjugation, women find themselves in a unique position, which allows them to view
reality through a less distorted lens (Harding, 1991). This understanding is the very basis
for feminist standpoint theory. According to Droogsma (2007), “Feminist standpoint
theory suggests that, although powerful discourses attempt to define women on the
“margins” of society, women’s cultural positions provide them with heightened
understandings of the contradictions between their experiences and the ways the
dominant group defines them” (p. 294). Champions of feminist standpoint theory such as
Sandra Harding, Patricia Hill Collins, and Julia T. Wood insist that all research should be
grounded in the lives of women as to produce a more well-rounded understanding of the
world. My purpose, therefore, is to examine the literature on feminist standpoint theory to
better understand its implications across multiple disciplines. I begin by providing a basic
understanding of the theory through three prominent standpoint scholars. These scholars
include Sandra Harding, Julia T. Wood, and Patricia Hill Collins.
Contributions of Sandra Harding. Found within the critical tradition of
communication studies, the development of standpoint theory has been attributed to the
work of Sandra Harding Patricia Hill Collins, and Julia Wood among others. Primarily
through Harding’s scholarship, standpoint theory states that the most effective way to
discover the inter-workings of larger societies is to first start the research from the
standpoints of women and any additional groups who find themselves on the margins of
society (Griffin, 2009). According to Wood (1992), standpoint theory can be traced back
to the slave-master relationship that took place in the pre-civil war South. Through the
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work of German philosopher Hegel2, Harding (1991) observed the entirely disparate
understanding of the world held by the slave compared to that of the master; which,
created thoroughly unequal standpoints between the two parties. Hegel’s understanding
of the master/slave relationship produced the awareness that oppression and injustice can
be better examined and understood from the point of the view of the oppressed rather
than the oppressor (Bowell, 2011). Moreover, the rampant disenfranchisement of African
American men and women during and after slavery later informs the work of Patricia Hill
Collins (1991) and her book Black Feminist Thought adding further contributions to
standpoint epistemologies.
When Harding introduced her take on standpoint theory, she asked individuals to
visualize a pond and to see a stick that appeared to be bent in the water. Then, she posed
this question: Is the stick truly bent? If one moves to a different side of the pond, the stick
will appear straight; which, is the actual truth (Harding, 1991). This idea was termed as
‘situated knowledge’. Through this logic, “we can use the inequalities of gender, race,
class, and sexual orientation to observe how different locations within the social
hierarchy tend to generate distinctive accounts of nature and social relationship” (Griffin,
2009, p. 441). More specifically, Harding (1991) asserts, “when people speak from the
opposite sides of power relations, the perspective from the lives of the less powerful can
provide a more objective view than the perspective from the lives of the more powerful”
(pp. 269-270). Through her particular research, Harding has focused on the standpoint of

2

See The Phenomenology of Mind written by Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel for a more detailed
analysis of the slave-master relationship and how it contributes to the development of feminist standpoint
theory.
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women3 who find themselves marginalized within a patriarchy traditionally created by
white, heterosexual men. This socially constructed society contributes to an outsiderwithin phenomenon held by women. An outsider-within location is defined as “social
locations or border spaces marking the boundaries between groups of unequal power.
Individuals acquire identities as “outsiders-within” by their placement in these social
locations” (Collins, 1991, p. 320). This unique position allows women to better
understand oppression enacted by those residing within the dominant group culture;
therefore, standpoint theory encourages women to speak out critically against the existing
conditions that perpetually supplies power to the privileged. According to O’Brien
Hallstein (2000), “As outsiders within patriarchy, women’s position and vision are
distinctly different and less distorted than those of men, whose vision is...always partial,
perverse and interested in preserving their position” (p. 5). Therefore, standpoint theorists
insist that research must start from the lives of women because their position allows them
to hold a less contorted view of reality.
Furthermore, Harding addresses a potential critique of feminist standpoint theory
by explaining the difference between disembodied knowledge amd local knowledge
(Griffin, 2009). Harding (1991) argues, “the social group that gets the chance to define
the important problematics, concepts, assumptions, and hypotheses in a field will end up
leaving its social fingerprints on the picture of the world that emerges from the results of
that field’s research process” (p. 191). Harding describes local knowledge as a
contrasting definition of traditional conceptions of knowledge by qualitative researchers
who claim to produce bias-free and objective research (Griffin, 2009). Feminist writer
3

Traditionally, the women Harding focused her attention on were white women. Scholars like
Patricia Hill Collins built upon early concepts of feminist standpoint theory by incorporating African
American female perspectives into her scholarship, which will be discussed later in the paper.
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Haraway (1991) terms disembodied knowledge as “the God trick” in attempt to
reprimand detached scientists who claim their work to be value-free. Therefore, scholars
like Haraway and Harding assert that producing impartial research is simply not feasible
and that, “each person can achieve only a partial view of reality from the perspective of
his or her own position in the social hierarchy” (Harding, 1991, p. 159). However, unlike
postmodern scholars, Harding still believes actual truth can be found but only if the social
science research begins with marginalized standpoints. Similar conceptions of feminist
standpoint theory are used within communication scholarship to provide truth to
gendered language.
Standpoint theory within the communication discipline. Along with Droogsma,
feminist standpoint theory has been incorporated into the field of communication studies
in large part due to the efforts of scholar Julia T. Wood. Wood builds upon Harding’s
original work by giving the word ‘standpoint’ a more concise conceptualization, “It is
only through critical reflection on unjust power relations and working to resist this
oppression that a feminist standpoint is formed” (as cited in Griffin, 2009, p. 442).
According to this definition, a standpoint is something that is achieved or earned, not
something that is granted at birth; therefore, the word ‘standpoint’ should not be confused
with the word ‘perspective’. As Harding (1991) explains: “Recall that standpoint is not a
perspective; it takes a science and politics to achieve a standpoint. Standpoints are
socially mediated; perspectives are unmediated” (p. 276, footnote 9). Therefore, it is not
enough for a woman to be on the margins of society; rather, an understanding and
awareness of the oppression and the ability to question and resist that power is where the
standpoint is formed (Houle, 2009). Moreover, in order for marginalized women to
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survive, they must understand the view points and ideologies of the people in power in
order to fit inside of those constraints; however, the inverse is not true (Wood, 2012).
When members of the devalued group see beyond the hegemony, they earn a standpoint
that allows them to critique the bigger picture. Through this critical reflection, Wood has
put out a call to communication scholars to choose research topics that specifically
highlight women’s problems or concerns:
Abiding concern with oppression leads many feminist scholars to criticize some
of the topics that dominate research on relationships. When four women are
battered to death by intimate partners every day in North America, study of how
abusive relationships are created and sustained seems more compelling than
research on heterosexual college students’ romances. Is it more significant to
study friendships among economically comfortable adolescents or social practices
that normalize sexual harassment and rape? (Wood, 1995, p. 110)
Droogsma (2007) responded to this call in her study of veiled Muslim women
living in the United States. Droogsma asserts that the image of veiled Muslim women
symbolizes oppressions for many Americans. In particular, “images of covered women
have often been used to illustrate that ‘backwardness’ of Muslims and the subordination
of women in Muslim societies” (p. 294). However, many women in the United States
choose to veil despite the collective paranoia felt by many Americans after 9/11. True to
standpoint theory, Droogsma chose to interview 13 Muslim women living in the United
States to better understand their views on headscarves rather than society’s ascribed
understanding. Contrary to popular belief, Droogsma found through her interviews that
the headscarves worn by these women represented an observable identifier of their
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religious beliefs, a way of warding off unwanted sexual attention, a constant moral
reminder, and ultimately a valid source of empowerment. Therefore, “the veil is the
‘object’ that becomes a ‘sign’ of Muslim identity. How that sign gets interpreted will
vary according to the standpoint of the one doing the interpreting” (Littlejohn & Foss,
2011, p. 45).
Additionally, Wood (2012) points out that standpoint theory questions to what
extent biology influences the different ways men and women behave and earn their
standpoints. According to Griffin (2009), “More than a variable, gender is a system of
meanings that sculpt individuals’ standpoints by positioning most males and females in
disparate material, social and symbolic circumstances” (p. 443). For example, an
assumption has been made about men’s aggressive behaviors based on the level of
testosterone they possess compared to women. However, not all men behave aggressively
when their testosterone levels are high leaving theorist to questions the societal constructs
surrounding male aggressiveness (Griffin, 2009). Similarly, assumptions about women’s
nurturing capabilities have also been linked back to biology; however, there has been no
clear discovery on a biological marker differentiating women’s nurturing capabilities
compared to men’s (Wood, 2012). Therefore, it would be incorrect to assume all women
reside in a single location and collectively achieve the same standpoints. Instead,
according to Collins (1991) work, women develop multiple standpoints based on various
factors that overlap and intersect helping shape their identities.
Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought, and Intersectionality. It is
important to understand that not all women can be lumped together into one monolithic
group (Collins, 1991). Differences in economic conditions, class, race, sexual orientation,
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and any other personal characteristic that can place an individual outside of dominant,
privileged ideologies give women distinctly different standpoints; thus, “an intersection
of minority positions creates a highly looked-down-upon location in the social hierarchy”
(Griffin, 2009, p. 444). For example, Moore (2012) and Collins (1991) maintain that
impoverished, African American, lesbian women are often made the most insignificant in
Western society. The crossing of race, economic, and sexual preference4 is known as
intersectionality. Intersectionality has been thoroughly researched by scholars Allen
(1998), Collins (1989, 1991, 2012), Misra (2012), Moore (2011, 2012) and Yuval-Davis
(2012) surrounding their study of African American women and the oppression they face
due to multiple intersections. According to Collins (1991) intersectionality is defined as
the “analysis claiming that systems of race, social class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity,
nation, and age form mutually constructing features of social organization, which shape
Black women’s experiences and, in turn, are shaped by Black women” (p. 320).
Intersectionality is a key concept used by Collins in her book Black Feminist Thought
which has informed an abundant amount of scholarship using feminist standpoint theory
(Allen, 1998; Collins, 2012; Crenshaw, 1991; Houle, 2009; Misra, 2012; Moore, 2011;
2012; Pomper, 2007; Sloop, 2005; Yuval-Davis; 2012).
The development of intersectionality has had an enormous impact on the
academy, especially on research within sociology where Collins has her roots (Bose,
2012). Collins’ work is continually cited in scholarly work dealing with race, racism,
ethnicity, sexuality, inequality, gender, and class. Additionally, the development of
intersectionality has substantially advanced the research on women of color who

4

In this example sexual preference is a factor; however, this study focuses on the intersection of
race, sex, and religious beliefs for African American Muslim women.
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experience multiple forms of oppression different from those of their Caucasian
counterparts. Indeed, “few contemporary scholars have been so adept or successful at
instigating a paradigmatic change in how we understand our world” (Bose, 2012, p. 67).
Collins’ work also transcends American scholarship and has been found to be particularly
useful in international law policy dealing with inequalities (Purkayasatha, 2012).
Additionally, British feminist scholar Yuval-Davis (2012) employs intersectionality in
her discussion of what she calls the “oppression olympics” and how standpoint theorist
should resist the urge to place one standpoint ahead of another based on varying degrees
of oppression. Yuval-Davis explains,
Some standpoint feminists, such as Zilla Eisenstein (1993), recommended, for
example, specifically taking the positioning of women of color and their multiple
oppression as an epistemological starting point. This, however, was not intended
to imply that only those who share a certain marginal or oppressed positioning
would be able to really understand it (and therefore only women should study
women, only Blacks should study Blacks, etc.), or even enjoy thereby the
privileged access to understanding as a whole. (p. 48)
Therefore, intersectionality was not developed to separate oppressed groups of women
even further from one another by implying only people with certain commonalities will
have the ability to understand one another; rather, it was developed to share knowledge
that may not be easily accessible due to a woman’s standpoint. Studying the lives of
African American Muslim women adds to Collins’ goal of producing a Black feminist
thought for the African American female community. The intersection of race, religion,
and gender produces a type of oppression felt by these particular women that is not
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otherwise felt by their peers who do not associate with Islam. From a racial perspective,
providing narratives surrounding this unique standpoint will allow for shared knowledge
among women in the African American community. Moreover, including the religious
aspect will aid in a shared understanding of standpoints between African American
Muslim women and foreign Muslim women. The use of Feminist Standpoint Theory and
intersectionality throughout this research continues to build upon the original goals set
forth by scholars Harding, Wood, and Collins.
African American Muslims in the United States.
The integration of Islam into the modern African American community is found
within the Civil Rights Movement and The Nation of Islam. However, the practice of
Islam in Africa dates back far before the North American slave trade (The Oxford
Dictionary of Islam). In fact, Islam was a widely practice religion in North Africa, and it
was not until slaves’ masters converted them to Christianity did Islam cease to exist
among African slaves. Of course, the conversion to Christianity was a tactic used by
many slave holders in order to justify the ownership of slaves based on their
interpretations of the Christian Bible. During the modern resurgence of Islam in the
African American community, the numbers grew exponentially due to the efforts of
Elijah Muhammed and Malcolm X (Haley & X, 1965). The Nation of Islam was founded
by Elijah Muhammed and began as a Black nationalist movement in an effort to combat
racism in the United States (Moxley Rouse, 2004). Malcolm X remained the public face
of The Nation for many years until he began his practice of Sunni Islam. This transition
made by Malcolm X was emulated by a good portion of his followers explaining why
today the majority of African American Muslims practice Sunni Islam (Karim, 2009).
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The acceptance of Islam in the African American community during the Civil Rights
Movement speaks to what Cross (1978) explains as “the phenomenon of identity
metamorphosis within the context of a social movement” (p. 30). For this community, a
shift in identity occurred that allowed them to find supplemental ways to accept their
African American identity because of a new way of thinking brought about by their
religious identity (Cross, 1991).
Today, Islamic practice by African Americans mirrors that of its inception. Islam
serves as a way to “challenge the legitimacy of American assumptions about race,
gender, class, family, and community” for example, “race is understood as neither a
symbol around which the community should unite, nor as a meaningless historical,
personal, and social fact” (Moxley Rouse, 2004). In fact, Malcolm X claimed that Islam
was the cure to the race problem in America; however, this was a highly idealized notion
that could not be sustained due to individual prejudices and an engrained racism that
exists in the United States.
In addition to the disenfranchised history African Americans face in this country,
the events of September 11th, 2001 tarnished the image Islam, compounding the
stereotypes and perceptions that are projected onto African Americans Muslims. African
American Muslim women especially faced what Collins (1991) calls the matrix of
domination. According to Collins (1991) this matrix of domination is the oppression felt
by individuals based on the intersection of multiple identities. For these women, this
intersection includes a racial, gender, religious, and, often times, socioeconomic identity.
African Americans and women have a long history of oppression and domination in this
country; therefore, when 9/11 occurred, the disenfranchisement these women felt based
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on two aspects of their identity multiplied due to the newly cultivated perceptions of
Islam.
As a nation, we became inundated with mediated images of terrorism which, in
turn, had negative ramifications for African American Muslim. More specifically, images
of foreign women covered head-to-toe began to represent oppression within the religion
of Islam. The American eye quickly became critical and turned toward Muslim women
living in the United States. Questions arose regarding oppressive behavior within
American Muslim communities. For many years after the events of 9/11, Muslim women
in the United States faced stereotypes and misinterpretations regarding their dress and
their choice to wear the hijab. Droogsma’s (2007) study confirms these stigmas.
Droogsma (2007) states, “since September 11, 2001, Muslim women in the United States
who wear headscarves face greater scrutiny and suspicion due to a generalized fear of
Muslims” (p. 294). Despite the hardships, Muslim women continued to wear the hijab
because of what Moxley Rouse (2004) describes as their duty to support a better society,
“Because for them [Muslim women] the rewards include the possibility of a more just
community and society, more successful interpersonal relationships including marriage,
and, most importantly, the knowledge of that one is living according to the will of Allah”
(p. 9). Muslims believe this to be the will of Allah due to this Qur’anic5 passage, “they
should let their head scarves fall to cover their bosoms” (24:31). By wearing the hijab,
Muslim women position themselves as a physical representation of Islam despite the
negative connotations it may hold.
African American Muslim Women and the Hijab. The donning of the hijab in
American culture has become an enigma to non-Muslims looking in. Often times, this
5

The Quran is the Islamic holy book.
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garment is viewed as oppressive and belittling to for Muslim women and outsiders begin
to question why American women, who have the freedom to choose their dress, would
willingly partake in this seemingly misogynistic tradition. However, women wearing the
hijab often view their dress as a feminist statement. Malika, a participant in Karim’s
(2009) study confirms this perception, “As she studied Islam she learned that Muslim
women cover not only their hair but also their legs, arms, and chests. Since many forms
of feminism decry the sexual exploitation of women’s bodies, Malika saw wearing the
hijab as a feminist act” (p. 112). By wearing the hijab, Muslim women are representing a
noticeable rejection of mainstream values while simultaneously committing to their
personal morals (Ahmed, 2011).
For African American Muslim women, the hijab can serve as a physical
representation of their Muslim identities while connecting them to their African ancestry.
Throughout the years, the wrapping of hair in colorful prints has become a connection to
the past for African American women that represents both their racial heritage and
Islamic modesty (Karim, 2009; Moxley Rouse, 2004). By incorporating two separate
spheres of their identity, African American Muslim women continue to create new
meaning for the hijab. As Karim (2009) states, “Wearing the hijab as a way to reconnect
with African Americans demonstrates that even as individuals move across ethnic spaces
with tension, their travel constantly creates links among different spaces and between
past and present” (p. 113). African American Muslim women continue to wear the hijab
in order to demonstrate a connection between their brothers and sisters practicing their
same faith. After all, inclusion is what drew so many African Americans to the religion of
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Islam; however, this inclusion is not always observed in the African American Muslim
community.
Separation in the American Muslim community. African American Muslims are
found all throughout the country, but a large portion of the population can be found in
cities such as Chicago, Atlanta, and St. Louis. Islam practiced by African Americans in
urban settings is an important distinction because of the segregation African Americans
have historically experienced in these large cities. Karim (2009) conducted an
ethnographic study in the cities of Chicago and Atlanta. She studied the separation found
within the African American and immigrant Muslim communities with a specific focus
on women. Through her studies, Karim pinpoints this separation between Muslims of
differing racial backgrounds. One of her participants explained the phenomenon like this,
You’re already being beaten down, torn down, discriminated by the white
majority. Now here comes this beautiful way of life [Islam]...you see this as being
the only solution to your problems. Yet you have a group of people that follow the
same belief system, or the profess that they follow the same system, and yet they
are discriminating against you. You already have a problem with trying to belong,
and now they are telling you, “We don’t like you either”. (Karim, 2009, p. 36)
The above comments demonstrate the uneasy dynamic felt by African American Muslims
living in the United States, but it also highlights how cultural traditions aid in the
separation within American Muslim communities. Immigrant Muslims journey to the
United States with their own ideas of how Islam should be practiced based on their
history and traditions. Likewise, a distinct African American Muslim culture has been
established, and, when combining the two, a disconnect occurs lending itself to
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discriminatory acts. Karim (2009) poses a question about this phenomenon felt by both
groups,
What does it mean for Muslim immigrants6 to find when they arrive in the United
States that a substantial part of their new ummah is America’s “racially oppress”?
The American ummah forces African American and immigrant Muslims together,
sometimes physically and always symbolically; but this does not remove them
from the challenges of racism that from the larger African American and
immigrant relations. (p. 37)
This dynamic explained by Karim (2009) forces African Americans to experience racial
division not only between themselves and White Americans, but also between themselves
and their immigrant counterparts. Additionally, it is important to keep in mind where the
African American Muslim community has its roots; the Black Nationalist movement.
Although the majority of this population has made the transition from the Nation of Islam
to Sunni Islam, the ideals on which the community was founded are engrained into the
tradition (Karim, 2009; Schmidt, 2004). From its inception, the Nation of Islam had
intentions of carving out new standards of what it meant to be a successful American
citizen. The old standards of success were, of course, based on white privilege that
became unattainable because of the extreme disenfranchisement African Americans faced
(Haley & X, 1965). This is where the conflict arises between modern African American
Muslim and immigrant Muslims populations. Most often, the Immigrant Muslims who
find a home in the United States have attained wealth and privilege. In order to achieve
the same levels of success, Muslim immigrants become entangled in America's long
6

Karim (2009) is referring to Middle Eastern and East Asian immigrants who migrate to the
United States and how they well adjust and participate in accepted racial discrimination against African
Americans in the United States.
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history of white privilege. Foreign Muslims must make a decision to either associate with
their African American Islamic brothers and sisters who are perceived in this country as a
lower class citizen due to years of embedded racism or disassociate themselves in order
to achieve success as an American citizen. Karim (2009) states, “African American
Muslims often respond with resentment or criticism of the ways in which immigrant
Muslims aspire to white privilege” (p. 37). The decision to disassociate is a decision that
Karim (2009) believes Asian and Middle Eastern immigrants have made contributing to
their status of model minority.
The Model Minority. According to McIlwain and Johnson (2003), “Model
minority ideology was and continues to be used in American society to mandate
conformity among groups of people who, from dominant Eurocentric perspective, are
seen as being inferior. Often their status is tied to the nature of the pigmentation of their
skin” (p. 110). The model minority status is not necessarily a title that East Asian and
Middle Eastern Muslims strive to achieve; instead, the title is projected onto them by a
white privilege culture in an attempt to keep other minority groups at a lower status
(Chou & Feagin, 2008). The exportation of American ideals contributes to a sense of
racial contempt learned by immigrants prior to moving to the United States. Because of
this, immigrant Muslims are often caught in a double bind, “The irony of this learned
racism against African Americans is that immigrants accept it even as they themselves
are subjected to forms of racial discrimination as nonwhites” (Karim, 2009, p. 29).
Especially after the events of 9/11, immigrant Muslims who looked like the terrorists
Americans were watching on the news reports became victims of anti-Muslim
campaigns. It should make sense that minority groups would establish shared connections
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over their experiences of discrimination and racism. However, a pecking order of
oppression embedded within our white privileged society often blocks these connections
and perpetuates separation. As Karim (2009) states, “Why associate with the native
underclass when one’s immigrant status already threatens one’s assimilation?” (p. 29).
Separation is established between these groups in order for minorities to continue to
strive for unattainable goals of assimilating into a white culture.
Scholars claim that South Asians and Middle Eastern Muslims gladly accept this
title of “model minority” (Karim, 2009; McIlwain & Johnson, 2003; Prashad, 2001).
Scholars Chou and Feagin (2008) refute this idea by claiming the label has destructive
consequences for everyone involved. Chou and Feagin (2008) contend,
This model imagery may appear to be a compliment, but such stereotyping
is...oppressive and damaging. The damage is multilayered: (1) the model minority
stereotype is used to insult other people of color, and as a measuring yardstick to
accent their inferiority for not attaining high educational or career achievements;
(2) the stereotype is another method by which whites reinforce racial othering and
differentiate themselves from people of color; ...(4) the model stereotype creates
unrealistic expectations within, and outside, Asian American communities that
negatively impact all Asian Americans. (p. 139)
Choe and Feagin’s (2008) argument holds merit; standards are set for Asian minorities in
this country that can be hard to live up to. Nevertheless, the repercussions felt by the
African American community are far more damaging. When immigrant Muslims place
African Americans on the lowest rung of society, their chance of gaining success in the
United States becomes nearly impossible. During the Civil Rights Movement, Islam
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represented a way for African Americans to prosper in a community removed from white
privilege. However, due to the large influxes of East Asian and Middle Easterners who
claim the position of model minority, African American Muslims’ progress has been
stunted.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Chapter 3 will cover the qualitative research methods used throughout this study.
I chose a phenomenological approach in order to understand the women’s voices and
experiences. An in-depth explanation of a phenomenological approach will be provided
including the major components of what constitutes such an approach. Additionally, this
chapter will include descriptions of the following: participant recruitment and selection,
the risks and benefits associated with participation in this study, data collection and data
analysis methods, implications of the research topic, and the ethical and political
considerations. Finally, I will provide an explanation of the theoretical framework of
Feminist Standpoint theory (FST).
Qualitative Research Methodology
Qualitative research involves a wide variety of approaches that pull from many
different epistemologies and disciplinary fields. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2003),
“There are separate and detailed literatures on the main methods and approaches that fall
under the category of qualitative research, such as case study, politics and ethics,
participatory inquiry, interviewing, participants observation, visual methods, and
interpretive analysis” (p. 3). The vastness of the field contributes to difficulties in
defining the term “qualitative research” in a clear and concise manner. Each field of
study holds a variety of different definitions that apply directly to there subject matter. A
recent conceptualization has been put forth by Creswell (2013),
Qualitative research begins with assumptions and the use of interpretive/
theoretical frameworks that inform the study of research problems addressing the
meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem. To study this
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problem, qualitative researchers use an emerging qualitative approach to inquiry,
the collection of data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and places under
study, and data analysis that is both inductive and deductive and establishes
patterns or themes. The final written report or presentation includes the voice of
participants, the reflexivity of the researcher, a complex description and
interpretation of the problem, and its contribution to the literature or call for
change. (p. 44)
The length of the above definition speaks to the complex nature of qualitative research. A
qualitative approach requires a rigorous research process involving numerous hours of
preparation, exploration, and analysis. Choosing to use a qualitative approach allows
researchers to become fully immersed in the lived experiences of their participants.
To research the lives of these women, I chose a qualitative approach in order to
encourage the individuals in this study to share their personal stories. Creswell (2013)
claims, “We conduct qualitative research when we want to empower individuals to share
their stories, hear their voices, and minimize the power relationships that often exist
between a researcher and the participants in a study” (p. 48). The focus on power
relations is especially important when considering the role of the researcher in a
qualitative design and the experience they may have in the chosen setting. Taylor and
Bogdan (1998) encourage beginning researchers to steer clear of settings they are familiar
with in order to avoid unconscious bias that may occur, “There is a tendency for novice
observers to want to study friends and familiar surroundings, places where they are
accepted and feel at home. When one is directly involved in a setting, one is likely to see
things from only one point of view” (p. 28). Avoiding familiar settings will help
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eliminate unequal power relations between the researcher and co-researcher. By
exploring a new setting, preconceived notions and prior experience will be reduced,
allowing for the researcher to enter into new research situations with the least amount of
bias. By nature, a researcher will view the world in a certain way based on their life
experiences. By becoming aware of this bias and consciously choosing to remove
personal feelings and attributes from a research setting, the chances of the research
findings being distorted are far less. Additionally, Creswell (2013) suggests, “to further
deemphasize a power relationship, we may collaborate directly with participants by
having them review our research questions, or by having them collaborate with us during
the data analysis and interpretation phases of research” (p. 48). When considering my
connection to the research setting, I am neither a Muslim who wears a hijab or African
American. However, I am a woman, providing me with enough similarity as a novice
researcher allowing for an appropriate amount of rapport while still eliminating
unconscious bias.
Phenomenological Approach to Qualitative Research. There are many
different facets of qualitative research; the approach chosen for this study is a
phenomenological one. According to Taylor and Borgan (1998), “The task of a
phenomenologist...is to capture how people construct their realities...the phenomenologist
attempts to see things from other people’s points of view” (p. 11). The aim of a
phenomenological approach is to explore a particular phenomenon experienced by a
certain group of people, analyze those experiences, and present the findings from the
participant’s perspective. Moustakas (1994) provides a philosophical approach when
describing the importance of studying phenomenon, “In a broad sense that which appears
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provides the impetus for experience and for generating new knowledge. Phenomena are
the building blocks of human science and basis for all knowledge” (p. 26). In order to put
these phenomenon to good use, researchers must pinpoint them and study the individuals
that have experienced them. Creswell (2013) proposes, “The basic purpose of
phenomenology is to reduce individual experiences with a phenomenon to a description
of the universal essence a grasp of the very nature of the thing” (p. 76). Once the
phenomenon is explore, the researcher(s) develop a composite phrase or paragraph that
concisely describes the experiences of the participants. This phrase or paragraph is
referred to as the essence of the study that can be used to promote a larger understanding
of one particular group of people.
Scholars Van Manen (1990) and Moustakas (1994) describe two different
approaches to phenomenological research: hermeneutic phenomenology and
transcendental phenomenology1. For this particular study, a hermeneutic
phenomenological approach was chosen in order to focus primarily on the personal
knowledge of the participants. Creswell (2012), defines a hermeneutical approach as, “
research as oriented toward lived experience (phenomenology) and interpreting the
“texts” of life (hermeneutics)” (p. 77). As mentioned in the literature review, the
theoretical foundation used in this study is Feminist Standpoint Theory, which relies
heavily on conducting research starting from the lives of women. By employing a
hermeneutic phenomenological approach, a direct correlation can exist between the
method and the goals of the theory. Additionally, Orbe (1998) describes what Collins
(1991) promotes as a theoretical basis in her book Black Feminist Thought, “Such an
1

Transcendental phenomenology is also known as empirical or psychological phenomenology,
defined as, “focused less on the interpretations of the researcher and more on a description of the
experiences of the participant” (p. 80).
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approach is crucial for gaining insight into populations that have been muted within
dominant societal structures. In short, phenomenology represents a philosophic and
human-science research method that constitutes an avenue to provide discursive space
where those traditionally muted voices can be heard” (p. 6). By using a hermeneutical
phenomenological approach, the women of this study are given a venue to share their
stories and experiences that have previously been understudied.
A phenomenological approach requires a step-by-step process in order to verify
the research findings. Orbe (1998) describes the three-step protocol of conducting a
phenomenological study. The steps include: “(1) collection of descriptions of lived
experiences, (2) reduction of capta into essential themes, and (3) hermeneutic
interpretation of themes” (p. 6). Creswell (2013) uses a more detailed, 8-step procedure
from psychologist Moustakas when describing how to conduct phenomenological
research: (a) The researcher must identify a research question or problem, (b) choose a
phenomenon of interest, (c) explore the philosophical assumptions related to
phenomenology, (d) data is collected from participants, (e) the participants are asked
broad, general questions, (f) data is analyzed, (g) the data interpretations are written up,
and (h) the researcher then writes up “the essence” of the overall findings. A crucial step
in a phenomenological study is the process of analyzing the data, whether it be from
personal interviews, written responses, journal entries, etc., and determining themes of
meaning related to the text. These themes emerge from the data and should describe the
makeup of the lived experience. Creswell (2013) contends that there are three different
ways of producing these themes, “The process involved attending to the entire text
(holistic reading approach), looking for statements or phrases (selective or highlighting
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approach), and examining every sentence (the detailed or line-by-line approach)” (p.
195). Once the researcher has completed a step-by-step phenomenological process, a
clear and detailed description of the lived experience will emerge.
Description of Research and Research Participants
Research Participants and Recruitment. I chose to employ a purposeful
sampling strategy due to the specific qualifications I was looking for in a research
participant. The women of this study are African American, Muslim, and wear a hijab on
a daily basis. Using purposeful sampling method is appropriate in a phenomenological
study because “it is essential that all participants have experience of the phenomenon
being studied” (Creswell, 2013, p. 155). Four women who fit the criteria were contacted
through e-mail where I explained the purpose of the study and inquired if they would be
willing to take part. All four participants agreed to take part in the study and interview
times were set up through e-mail correspondence. The first participant, Mary, is a 21year-old student who converted when she was 15-years-old. Mary2 is a former student of
mine, and I approached her after a class session asking if she would be interested in
participating in this study. Throughout our first interaction, I found out that Mary did not
hold any strong religious beliefs prior to converting to Islam. We talked briefly about the
study, ending the conversation with securing her e-mail address with verbal confirmation
of participation. Once I had received IRB approval, I e-mailed Mary reminding her of the
study asking her once again if she would be interested in participating. From there, a
meeting time for an interview was set up.
Next, I e-mailed a former sociology professor of mine asking if she knew anyone
who fit the criteria. My former professor gave me the e-mail address of a woman named
2

All participants in this study have been given pseudonyms to protect their identities.
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Jeanne who she believed to fit all the criteria. Through e-mail correspondence with
Jeanne, I found out she was, in fact, not African American, but Thai descent. However,
Jeanne disclosed she had many African American Muslim friends who wore a hijab and
said she would forward my message on to a couple of people she thought would be
interested. She copied me onto the e-mail so I would be able to determine which of her
friends volunteered their services. From there, I began e-mailing the friends of Jeanne
who showed interest in the study.
My e-mail interactions with the following participants mainly consisted of setting
up meeting times for interviews and providing directions to the location. I first heard
from Laura, a 35-year-old mother of five. During our interview I found out that Laura
converted to Islam from Catholicism in her early twenties and married an Islamic man
shortly after her conversion. Next, I heard from Michelle, a 25-year-old student currently
in her junior year. Michelle was born and raised Muslim by her parents who converted in
the 1960s. Finally, Susan responded to my e-mail willing to participate in the study.
Susan is a thirty-six-year-old mother of three who converted to Islam in her mid-twenties.
Prior to conversion, Susan and her husband belonged to a non-denominational Christian
church.
Risks and Benefits. There were very few risks involved regarding participation in
this study. In order to ensure my safety and the safety of the participants, all interviews
took place during the day and on the University of Memphis campus in the Art and
Communication building. Prior to the interviews, permission was granted by my thesis
advisor to use her office as the site for interviews and participants were instructed over email to meet me there. Also, to ensure the participants full confidentiality, pseudonyms
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were given to each in order to protect their identities. Also, participants were assured that
I would be the only person viewing and analyzing the interview data. All copies of the
data have been saved on my personal voice recorder, personal computer, and personal
flash drives. A minimal risk participants may have encountered was discomfort or
embarrassment over the interview questions. In an attempt to avoid this, participants were
informed prior to the interview that they were not obligated to answer a question if they
felt uncomfortable.
This is a pilot study, which when combined with future research has the potential
to provide great benefits for Muslim communities. By discussing and pointing out
inequalities occurring, community members may take notice and vow to make positive
changes so all members feel included and welcomed. This advancement of knowledge
will promote a larger awareness and will strengthen efforts to combat racism in Muslim
communities. Additionally, by participating in this study, the four interviewees may walk
away with a greater awareness of their identity formation and how it has been influenced
by the communities they live and practice their religion in.
Data Collection and Analysis
In the tradition of Feminist Standpoint Theory, interviews were the chosen
method of data collection for this study. There are a variety of interview styles and the
method chosen will depend entirely upon the nature of the research and the preference of
the researcher. However, Creswell (2013) outlines the appropriate steps when conducting
interviews for data collection purposes: (a) Decide on the research questions; (b) Identify
Interviewees; (c) Determine what type of interview is practical and will net the most
useful information; (d) Use adequate recording procedures; (e) Design and use and
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interview protocol; (f) Refine the interview questions and the procedures further through
pilot testing; (g) Determine the place for conducting the interview; (h) Obtain consent
from the interviewee; and (i) During the interview, use good interview procedures (pp.
165-166). Following interview protocol with consent forms is a crucial component to any
interview situation. For this particular study, each participant was given a consent form to
read and then sign if they agreed to the conditions. While reading the consent form,
participants were informed that our conversation would be recorded on a handheld voice
recorder and to be transcribed in the future. Additionally, an interview protocol was
developed prior to the interviews involving a set list of questions each participant would
be asked. Participants were notified in both the consent form and verbally prior to the
interview that they were not required to answer any question if they felt uncomfortable.
Interviews. Denzin and Lincoln (2000) suggests that, “Increasingly, qualitative
researchers are realizing that interviews are not neutral tools of data gathering but active
interactions between two (or more) people leading to negotiated, contextually based
results” (p. 646). In a phenomenological study, interviews are often a popular form of
data collection because it allows the researcher to ask questions based on the flow of the
conversation. Instead of relying on a standard set of questions and procedures,
researchers have more freedom to ask follow up questions, request clarification, and
discover new topics that are related to their research questions. Similarly, “thus the focus
of interviews is moving to encompass the hows of people’s lives (the constructive work
involved in producing order in everyday life) as well as the traditional whats (the
activities of everyday life)” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 646).
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A phenomenological approach seeks to discover the “hows” of the participant’s lives in
order to find the essence of the phenomenon; therefore, one-on-one interviews are
deemed an appropriate choice for this study.
The amount of time dedicated to data collection is always an issue that should be
taken into consideration by the researcher. Because of the small number of participants in
this study, I determined that one-on-one interviews would be the most effective way to
obtain information from the participants while abiding by the strict time limits.
According to Creswell (2013), “For one-on-one interviewing, the researcher needs
individuals who are not hesitant to speak and share ideas, and needs to determine a
setting in which this is possible” (p. 164). The personality of the participant is one factor
in their willingness to be forthright with their answers; however, it is also the job of the
researcher to build a strong rapport with their interviewees, which will encourage
participation. Rapport goes beyond a researcher’s likability; instead, “Rapport also means
that we implicitly agree about the communicative rules of the interview, such as the turn
taking of question and answer, the right to finish a thought without interruption, and the
freedom to use any form of expression” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011, p. 194). Throughout the
interviews for this study, the participant’s were given ample time to think through and
then explain their answers.
Data Analysis. The data analysis portion of a qualitative design allows
researchers to become immersed in the texts in order to come to conclusions on how to
most appropriately interpret the data. Within the qualitative research tradition there exists
a variety of different ways to analyze data and often times that choice is based solely on
researcher preference. Researchers face a myriad of challenges when it comes time to sit
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down and begin the analysis process. Lindlof and Taylor (2011) suggest, “One of the
biggest challenges is just coping with all of the data that must be “processed,”
understood, and turned into a useful contribution. The sheer amount of it can be
formidable, taxing the patience, stamina, and intellect of even an experience
ethnographer” (p. 241). To avoid the crippling effects of disorganization, it is important
for researchers to maintain clear goals for data management, data reduction, and
conceptual development. In order to avoid the pitfalls beginning researchers often face, I
have chosen to apply a data analysis method particular to phenomenology.
In phenomenology there have been distinct methods of data analysis put forth by
a variety of scholars. In particular, Moustakas (1994) reviewed numerous forms of data
collection and explained his best practices. Creswell (2013) concisely summarizes
Moustakas findings as a guideline for phenomenological researchers: (a) Describe
personal experience with the phenomenon under study; (b) Develop a list of significant
statements; (c) Take the significant statements and group them into larger units of
information, called “meaning units” or themes; (d) Write a description of “what” the
participants in the study experienced with the phenomenon; (e) Write a description of
“how” the experience happened; and (f) Write a composite description of the
phenomenon incorporating both the textural and structural descriptions (pp. 193-194).
Once this process is complete, “an explicit structure of the meaning of the lived
experience” (Creswell, 2013, p. 195) should occur.
Implementation
During the Fall semester of 2012, I completed my International Review Board
(IRB) application under the advisement of my committee chair, Dr. Katherine Hendrix. I
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submitted my application on October, 30th 2012 for review and was asked to make minor
corrections twice by the review board. After re-submission, I received approval on
November 28th, 2012. I began setting up interviews with my participants the following
day and conducted my first interview on December 4th, 2012. The interviews lasted
between 20 to 40 minutes and the participants were asked a variety of prewritten
questions. The questions revolved around each participant’s identify formation as both a
Muslim woman and an African American woman. The interviews were guided by a
standard set of questions allowing for follow up questions and questions of clarification.
Once the interviews were complete, transcription of the data began. Each interview was
recorded and then uploaded to my personal computer to be slowed down and transcribed.
Each participant was asked permission for follow up interviews by phone if they became
necessary for clarification purposes. Once the transcription process was complete, it was
deemed unnecessary to conduct any follow up interviews.
Paradigmatic Assumptions
As a researcher, it is important to realize that we all bring our own philosophical
assumption, world-views and biases to our research. These world-views are shaped by
our religion, race, gender, class, culture, etc. and, in turn, also shape our research
agendas. In particular, our research goals are configured by the professors we have had
the opportunity to work with, the journal articles we have been assigned to read, and any
other scholarly venues we engage in. We must become actively aware of the
philosophical assumptions we hold as individuals and whether or not we will let them
infiltrate our qualitative research.
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As a woman, I have been drawn to feminist paradigm from day one of my
graduate studies. According to Creswell (2013), “Feminist research approaches center
and make problematic woman’s diverse situations and the institutions that frame those
situations” (p. 29). Through this world-view, a woman’s voice and personal experience
become a vehicle in which to challenge socially constructed norms regarding women’s
place in society. Additionally, “In feminist research approaches, the goals are to establish
collaborative and non-exploitive relationships, to place the researcher within the study so
as to avoid objectification, and to conduct research that is transformative” (Creswell,
2013, p. 29). This type of research places the participants in the center of the study and in
order to engage them properly, the questions for the interviews must lend themselves to
stories. The participants must feel comfortable enough to disclose personal information
about their lives so the researcher can gain a full understanding of the phenomenon.
Philosophical Assumptions. When conducting qualitative research, researchers
and participants believe in and accept differing realities; therefore, in order to analyze the
accumulated data, researchers accept the idea of multiple realities. The nature of my
reality as a researcher, or ontological beliefs, derives from the literature I have read prior
to this study. The preconceived notions I hold regarding this subject may be vastly
different than the actual experiences of the participants, so it is my job as a
phenomenologist to report these differences in the findings. Creswell (2013) claims,
“Evidence of multiple realities includes the use of multiple forms of evidence in themes
using the actual words of the different individuals and presenting different perspectives.
For example, when writers compile a phenomenology, they report on how individuals
participating in the study view their experiences differently” (p. 20). The fact that I am
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not an African American woman or a Muslim woman creates a distinct distance between
myself and the participants. Being a researcher who is open to new ideas and perspectives
will help shorten the distance between us allowing for a collaborative research
environment.
In addition, as a qualitative researcher, it is important to acknowledge personal
values as well as the values that the participants hold and how those values will be
defined in the study. According to Creswell (2013), “Researcher openly discusses values
that shape the narrative and includes his or her own interpretations in conjunction with
the interpretations of participants” (p. 21). This study, in particular, deals with issues such
as religion and race; two subjects that are naturally interlaced within a person’s value
system. Addressing these issues can become sensitive for participants, especially when
participants begin to discuss how they deal with the oppression they experience based
their race and religious beliefs. In order to report my findings in their truest form, I must
position myself in the study by disclosing my personal values and beliefs while still
acknowledging and giving precedence to the values and beliefs held by the participants.
Through this research, I want my participants’ voices to be heard and to be understood as
African American Muslim women. Following in the footsteps of Karim (2009), “I chose
women to tell the stories of the American ummah so as to elevate their voices in the
production of knowledge about Islam and Muslim communities, areas otherwise
dominated by men” (p. 3). In order to do this, I have selected themes that best highlight
the experiences of these women through their own voices and experiences.
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Chapter 4: Findings
Results
From 4 verbatim transcripts, a number of significant statements were selected
after careful and extensive consideration of the data. Tables 1 through 4 represent
examples of the significant statements, their conceptualized meanings, and the themes
they belong to. Once the conceptualized meanings were arranged into groups, 4 themes
emerged. These 4 themes include: merging of racial and religious identities, insider and
outsider racial confusion, stronger religious identity, and racial tensions in the American
Muslim community.

Table 1
Select Examples of Significant Statements Given by African American Muslim
Women who Wear a Hijab, their Conceptualized Meanings, and the Themes to Which
They Belong
Significant Statement

Conceptualized Meaning

Name of Theme to Which
They Belong

I have four daughters and a
son and at the end of the
day they are Black. They
are seen in America as
Black. They are seen in the
Muslim community as
Black. I want them to feel
proud of being Black, too. I
want them to feel proud
that they are Muslim. I
don’t want any person,
Muslim or not, to make
you feel less of a Muslim
because you are Black.

Despite their strong
connection to their Muslim
identity, African American
Muslims continue to instill
in their children the
importance of their African
American history.

Theme 1: Merging of
Racial and Religious
Identities
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Table 2
Select Examples of Significant Statements Given by African American Muslim
Women who Wear a Hijab, their Conceptualized Meanings, and the Themes to Which
They Belong
Significant Statement

Conceptualized Meaning

When I started going to
public school, a lot of
African Americans (my
school was majority
African American) they
didn’t know I was African
American and when I told
them I was they didn’t
believe me because of my
headscarf. Even though my
last name is Johnson. I had
classmates with the same
last name as me, but
because of this [headscarf]
they thought I was from the
other side of the world.

African American Muslims Theme 2: Insider and
women are often
Outsider Racial Confusion
questioned about their
racial identity. Outsiders
and foreign insiders
recognize their scarf as a
representation of a foreign
religion, raising questions
regarding the women’s
American citizenship
status.
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Name of Theme to Which
They Belong

Table 3
Select Examples of Significant Statements Given by African American Muslim
Women who Wear a Hijab, their Conceptualized Meanings, and the Themes to Which
They Belong
Significant Statement

Conceptualized Meaning

Name of Theme to Which
They Belong

Most people want their
children to marry inside of
their culture and say that
even if you marry outside,
African Americans are the
ones that are least
preferred.

African American Muslims Theme 4: Racial Tensions
experience tensions and
in the American Muslim
racism in their Muslim
Community
communities because of
their skin color.

Table 4
Select Examples of Significant Statements Given by African American Muslim
Women who Wear a Hijab, their Conceptualized Meanings, and the Themes to Which
They Belong
Significant Statement

Conceptualized Meaning

Name of Theme to Which
They Belong

Islam always has to come
first for me. If it’s some
type of African American
party with my families
getting together, if I feel
the need to remove myself
from a situation I’m not
going to stay there just
because it’s my family. I’m
going to remove myself to
protect myself and my
[immediate] family based
on what my religion says.
Islam always has to come
first not matter what.

African American Muslim
women who wear a hijab
feel a stronger connection
to their religious identity
than their racial identity.

Theme 3: Stronger
Religious Identity
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Theme 1: Merging of Racial and Religious Identities
The hijab serves as the physical marker for any Muslim woman as their outward
commitment to the Islamic faith; however, not all Muslim women choose to wear the
headscarf. The decision to wear the hijab is a highly personal choice and the motives
behind this choice vary from person to person. Throughout this theme, participants
described the conscious decision to begin wearing a hijab as a turning point in a Muslim
woman’s life. Once a woman adopts the hijab, their practice of Islam transforms into an
embodiment of the religion rather than a private religious practice. For African American
women, this choice represents a notable convergence of their African American identities
and their Muslim identities. This intersection between the two identities is especially
observed by African American women who have converted to Islam, making the choice
to don a hijab completely their own. African American Muslim women represent an
interesting case in identity formation because the color of their skin ties them to a
distinctly African American identity while their hijab is a tangible representation of their
Muslim Identity.
Droogsma’s (2007) study suggests when an African American Muslim woman
begins wearing a hijab she casts aside their previously held identity as an African
American by allowing their Muslim identity to fully encompass her self-image. From this
study, participants suggest a more balanced approach to merging the two identities. The
path one takes to begin wearing this hijab is different for every woman. Laura describes
her decision to begin covering and how it was significantly influenced by the birth of her
first child,
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I think it started when I had my first child which was a girl. So, I think that’s
when I started thinking about what kind of example I wanted to be for her and
how much easier I wanted to make it for her to follow the religion not necessarily
hijab in particular but the religion. I said if I want to pass this on to my children
will I be able to explain some of the rules they come across if I don’t practice
them? I don’t know if it would have been different if I had a boy, probably, but I
had a girl first. That’s the most outwardly expression of faith that you see. That’s
how people identify you, just like nuns wear habits, that’s an expression of their
faith. It’s the same thing. I wanted to be that example first and foremost and then
of course surround them with the same type of example so that they see this as
something people do and live with--it’s not strange.
Laura’s decision to begin wearing a hijab was not an attempt to denounce her racial
identity; instead, her intention was to provide a positive example for her daughter. In fact,
Laura later expresses her desire to bolster a strong racial identity in her children as well,
I have children. I have four daughters and a son and at the end of the day they are
Black. They are seen in America as Black. They are seen in the Muslim
community as Black. And it’s not always a positive thing. So now I feel like I
want to instill more of the racial identity. They have the foundation of religion:
they see us practicing, we teach it, we talk about it. God knows what happens
when they leave the house, but I feel like they have a good base, a good
foundation. I want them to feel proud of being Black, too. I want them to feel
proud that they are Muslim. I don’t want any person, Muslim or not, to make
them feel like less than a Muslim because they are Black.
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Laura has set a solid foundation for her children by wearing the hijab on a daily basis.
This is a physical representation that her children can see and touch, but building a sense
of racial pride and instilling that historical reference proved to be much more abstract.
African American Muslims find themselves in a unique situation because they are
situated in two distinct cultures both with a history of oppression and struggle. However,
their African American culture contains a longer history of nuanced racism that is so
embedded in American culture that it is perhaps tempting for younger generations of
African American Muslim children to denounce that portion of their identity. Laura
expounds upon the important of keeping both identities in tact,
I want to teach my kids that, yes, you’re black and look at what you’ve brought
to the world. Don’t let anybody make you think that the only contribution you had
was that your ancestors were slaves. There’s so much more to being Black than
that history. Same in Islam. There’s many more dark skinned Muslims in the
world than there are light skinned Muslims in the world. I want them to feel pride
behind that racial background, too. What their parents and grandparents did and
the things that they went through as an American Black person got them to a
place where they are able to know practice in a free fashion. I don’t want anybody,
Muslim or not, to take that identity away from them. Take the good and leave the
bad. That fight that African Americans had in the U.S., that’s the good. Take that
fight and pride with you into Islam. And unfortunately you’re going to have to use
some of that here, too. It doesn’t go away.
Laura displays that, for her, there is no either-or mentality in the makeup of her personal
identity. As an African American, she wishes to carry the history and the struggle of her
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people into her Islamic practice. The hijab does not function to de-emphasize her
membership in the African American community; instead, the fact that African American
presence is thoroughly engrained in Islamic history in the United States makes the two
inseparable for Laura.
By carrying on the thread of cultivating both racial and religious identities,
African American Muslims continue to uphold the values and principles the Nation of
Islam intended with its inception. Ideally, Islam provides its members freedom from the
confines of socially constructed conventions regarding their skin color. Susan describes
the hijab as fulfilling that function,
It takes away the vanity. It really just makes you and other people look at who
learning from each other. Nobody knows what I’m like until they sit and talk to
me, whereas, If I was dressing like I did before or acting like I did before people
almost have a certain perception of me right away. I really like that. I just look at
myself everyday and say this is what I’m here for and I need to concentrate on
that.
For Laura and Susan, their racial and religious identities work in conjunction with one
another to uphold their values as practicing Muslims while furthering the social progress
their racial community has made since the Civil Rights Movement. Additionally, the
tradition of covering hair among African American women goes beyond the practice of
Islam. Many African American women who are not Muslims wrap their hair as an
expression of their cultural history. According to Hunt-Hurst (2005), “These headwraps
serve as a form of creative expression and as a mean of connecting to the past--to the
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headwraps of Africa and the tignons3 of African slaves and free black women in
America”. Therefore, the hijab acts as a distinct cultural artifact that brings together old
and new conventions practiced within the African American community. Laura explains
how the positive reception she receives from non-Muslim African Americans regarding
her hijab,
I think of all the communities in the United States I would say that the African
American community is probably the most accepting of it [the hijab] because I
think its a part of their tradition when you go back to the history of America all
women wore their hair covered. I was looking at a picture yesterday of some
immigrants at Ellis Island, European immigrants, all the women looked like me.
So, Black women have the grandmothers who have always covered their hair. I
would think that they look at it in a respectful way. I think that they respect it.
The African American community can appreciate and accept the hijab because it
represents a well known and understood cultural practice. A common ground is
established between the two groups resulting in acceptance of the Muslim identity in the
overall framework of the African American community. Susan echoes this awareness,
“Growing up I would see people wearing different wraps and looking back at African
history there’s a lot of wraps. They may or may not be Muslims. They may be Christian,
but the wrap has always been a big thing.” This awareness produces a common ground
that is established between the two groups resulting in acceptance of the Muslim identity
in the overall framework of the African American community. In order for this
connection to be established, African Americans who do not practice Islam must be

3

Also spelled and pronounced “tiyon”. This is a type of headscarf particularly tied to African

culture.
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aware of the Muslim presence within the African American community. Throughout the
first theme, participants expressed their desire to blend their African American identity
and Muslim identity in order to feel connected to both communities; however, these
women begin to feel displaced when outsiders and foreign insiders question their
authenticity.
Theme 2: Insider and Outsider Racial Confusion
Throughout this theme, participants explained the questions they receive
regarding their skin color and their choice to wear a hijab. The hijab is often times
viewed as a foreign artifact4 by non-practicing Muslims and by immigrant Muslims,
which contributes the confusion they experience when meeting an African American
Muslim. Throughout the interviews, all four participants went into detail regarding the
challenges they garner from outsiders and immigrant insiders. Michelle, a non-convert
American Muslim, explains these assumptions from foreign Muslims, “I know a lot of
people assume I converted because I’m African American and a lot of people are not use
to seeing Americans who are born Muslim, so there’s a lot of confusion when it comes to
that.” African Americans also question Michelle’s authenticity, “I think because I wear
the hijab a lot of African Americans question my racial identity. When I went to public
school, even though I am African American, that was the first time I was surrounded by
majority African Americans.” Laura, a convert to Islam, responded to this confusion over
racial identities with frustration and concern. She explains why this ambiguity associated
with African American Muslims may have a negative effect on her children,

4

After the events of 9/11, the American media used the hijab as a way to identify a foreign
Muslim identity, which, in turn, perpetuated confusion among the American public regarding American
women who choose to wear the hijab.
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Do I speak English? People speak more loudly to me. Or they speak to my
husband who is clearly African American. People can’t tell what I am. I’ve had
Arabs speak to me in Arabic. I don’t speak Arabic. And then Americans think that
I’m not American. That frightens me for my children because I don’t want them
to think they don’t have ownership in this faith and that they’re fighting their fight
for somebody else. I want them to fight their fight for themselves and for their
children. So that concerns me.
Laura highlights her concern over the lack of ownership her children may experience
when their authenticity as both a Muslim and African American is consistently
questioned by outsiders and foreign insiders. From Laura’s experience, the image
outsiders and foreign insiders conjure when they meet her for the first time is abstruse.
Unlike her children, Laura has a complete understanding of her position in the Muslim
community because she has cultivated a deep ownership of the faith through her
conversion. Her female children, however, were born into this faith and when outsiders
verbally express concern over their racial background based on the hijab, little Muslim
girls could potentially feel displaced in both their religious community and racial
community.
Like Laura’s children, Michelle was born into the faith. The questioning she
experienced provided her with an opportunity to examine her relationship to Islam and
how the hijab factored into her commitment. It wasn’t until she began attending public
school did these questions arise. Entering into a public school setting was a pivotal
moment for the formation Michelle’s religious identity,
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When I went to public school it was the first time, that was the first time I had to
question my faith because other people were questioning it. You know, “Why do
you wear that?” and I had to ask myself questions that I hadn’t before growing up.
When I was 16 or 17 that’s when I think even though I always wore the hijab,
that’s when I really made the decision to wear it because I understood what it
symbolized and the purpose of it. Before it was just kind of like I wore it but my
heart wasn’t into it. It was kind of like a costume.
The questions Michelle faced provided her with an opportunity to ponder the daily
decision she made and how she would express her dedication to Islam. In this space, her
identity as a Muslim woman continued to take shape and her conscious decision to wear
the hijab provided a tangible connection to her religious practice.
Mary, who converted when she was only 15-years-old, speaks of the ambiguity
that is produced once she puts on the hijab,
I’m not the lightest person, but I’m also not the darkest person. My features are
really different. I have small lips, I don’t have that big of a nose, and I have really
small eyes. People tell me I don’t look completely Black, whatever that means.
And they usually think I am mixed, which kills me. When I put on the scarf, the
first thing somebody asked me, and they were Black, was “are you mixed?” They
always think I’m foreign. Most people don’t usually think I am American until
they hear my name.
The foreign imagery that the hijab summons is directly connected the media’s portrayal
of Islam in American after the events of 9/11. The presence of African American
Muslims in the United States is a long held tradition that was seemingly ignored post-
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9/11 news coverage. Laura explains the negative affects this disregard had on the African
American community,
Since 9/11 the images of what Islam is and who represents Islam that are pumped
on television and people who are brought to speak for Islam even in America are
foreign representations. Now they’re [the American public] also seeing a different
side of Islam and maybe that’s because converts or other African American
Muslims aren’t doing what we should be doing in those neighborhoods anymore
the way that the Nation was doing. So now the younger generation, their exposure
is that foreign concept of Islam when in actuality Islam has been engrained in
America, you know, for centuries.
Laura explains how the image of Muslims in the United States was directly tied to The
Nation of Islam in the 60’s and 70’s due to the strong presence they had in the press and
community. The Nation of Islam focused on cleaning up neighborhoods, providing
medical services, food, shelter, and clothing in order to enfranchise African Americans
(Haley & X, 1965). The progress The Nation of Islam accomplished in the community
worked to unite African Americans in general, not just Muslims. This history is what ties
the African American community together despite religious affiliation; however, when
the switch to Sunni Islam occurred, the focus became less about race uplift and more
about a personal practice of the faith. Because of this Laura is beginning to notice
divisions in the African American community that had not been previously observed,
I was watching the special about Murfreesboro, TN that CNN was doing about the
mosque there. People were protesting the building of a mosque in Murfreesboro
which is around Nashville, TN. That’s nothing new, but that one of the major
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people against the building was an African American man kind of took me aback
because you usually don’t see Black people standing against Islam. Even after
9/11 the people who were standing

up for, even in the Christian community,

were Black people. Reverend Al Sharpton, Jesse Jackson, they were like, “no,
these are our family members, this a part of our fabric, this is a part of our
framework.” So I feel that we’ve lost some of the in-roads in the African
American community. And I hold myself and my community solely responsible
for that. It’s nobody else’s job to take care of what our image is but us.
Laura believes the lack of a public presence in the overall African American community
is the leading cause of the racial confusion often felt by African American Muslims.
Islam, which was once a distinctly American tradition has now become a foreign concept
due to the events of 9/11 and the media’s choice to only consult the voices and opinions
of foreign Muslims. The following theme explores how this disconnect also attributes to
the participant’s stronger connection to their religious identity rather than their racial
identity.
Theme 3: Racial Tensions in the Muslim Community
Throughout this theme, the 4 participants were asked to reflect on their Muslim
communities and determine whether or not they experience divisions based on their
African American heritage. The issue of interracial marriage emerged throughout the
conversations, an issue that has a long, sordid history in the United States dating back to
the Jim Crown South. African Americans continue to face discrimination regarding
marriage even within their Muslim communities. Michelle describes the tensions her
sister and friend feel when looking for a mate,
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She is looking to get married and the issue of race comes up a lot. We’ll have the
discussion with our friends and even with people in the community. A lot of times
the whole issue of interracial marriage comes up. My sister feels that, which I
understand her opinion, that there is a lot of racism when it comes to marrying
interracially for African Americans. Most people want their children to marry
inside their culture and they say even if you marry outside African Americans are
the ones that are the least preferred. I had a discussion with my friend, she is
getting ready to get married, and her Dad has said you have to marry somebody
from the same country as us, but if you have to marry someone from a different
race it must be anybody besides an African American.
Michelle’s account sheds light on the model minority mentality that permeates the minds
of East Asian and Middle Eastern Muslims. While Michelle’s experience cannot be
attributed to the mindset of the entire foreign Muslim community, the issue of race
integration is stunted due to an unwillingness to look beyond the engrained stereotypes
surrounding the worth of African Americans in the United States by certain members in
the foreign Muslim community. Blackness is not a desired quality in the United States;
therefore, building relationship with their African American Muslim brothers and sisters
threatens foreign Muslim’s abilities to attain the American dream (Prashad, 2001). Karim
(2009) argues, “In a non- Muslim society, particularly in post-9/11 America, Muslims are
increasingly conscious of not only their religious identity but also the ethnic others with
whom they share this identity” (p. 6). Foreign Muslims have an awareness of their
African American peers, but they choose to distance themselves to continue their upward
success despite how it may affect other members of the American Muslim community.
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Laura reflects on the lack of exposure perpetuated by foreign Muslims distancing
themselves and American born Muslims,
In the Muslim community we say: “you practice the same faith, you have the
same beliefs, you worship the same God. But there is something that separates
you. Just by...the look. I don’t like the look of you, or the look of you is different.
The look of you is strange. I’ve never known a Muslim who is Black. That’s
strange”. It’s what they have been exposed to and what they have been taught
about another ethnicity that creates that divide, that racial distrust.
Laura describes the fear of the unknown that keeps the American Muslim community
from maintaining a united front. Allowing this fear to stunt collective growth is not
unique to the American Muslim community, but has repeated itself in the history books
time and time again. This resistance by the foreign Muslim community continues to
bolster the model minority myth within American ideology. Mary touches on how shades
of skin color become a factor in maintaining a model minority status, “Some Arabs will
tell their children that they can marry a Black person just don’t let them be too dark--I
don’t want my grandchildren coming out dark”. Mary explains foreign Muslim’s desire
to maintain a skin color that is uniquely tied to Middle East or East Asia descent in order
to maintain a status higher than African Americans.
Michelle, Laura, and Mary’s stories describe the explicit exclusion felt by African
Americans in the Muslim community, but often times this exclusion is not always
intentional. Skin color is not the only factor in keeping the communities from merging;
differences in the way Islam is practiced within the two groups and contrasting cultures
also play a part. According to Laura,
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In some immigrant communities a lot of what they do and practice is a cultural
thing. It has nothing to do with the religion. So, sometimes I feel like they don’t
understand why we don’t practice like they do. But they are coming from a whole
different aspect, background, history, baggage than we are. I don’t think the
exclusion is purposeful--I don’t think it is their goal or focus.
Distinctions of Islamic religious practice between the two groups can be similar to the
differing sects of Christianity. While the variations may by minor, they are big enough to
encourage a disconnect between the two groups hindering their coexistence. Laura
explains why the merging of these two groups would provide significant benefits in
repairing the image of Islam in America,
So, in a community there is social capital which means that you have in roads
with people, people believe you, you are amongst the people you are helping
people, they trust you. Then you have political capital: you have the power of the
vote, power to make policy, power to make congress listen to you. Then you have
financial capital. They way it breaks down in my mind is that the immigrant
community has the majority of financial capital. They are doctors. They are
engineers. When immigrants come over here they are the cream of the crop. But
here in America everybody who is Muslim...the Muslims here can be from all
socioeconomic statuses and a lot of the times they come from the poorest
populations, but we have the social and political capital they are seeking. That
political capital they are seeking, we have it because we fought for it in the 60s
and 70s. So if we could figure out a way to combine those powers we could be a
more powerful community as a whole.
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Laura argues that combining the established social and political capital the African
American Muslim community holds with the financial capital immigrant Muslims
journey to the United States with would be beneficial for the American Muslim
community. This merging would especially help to repair the blackened image Islam in
America faces due to the events of 9/11. Laura suggests, “After 9/11 I think the foreign
community cares about how people see Islam, but what they have to understand is that
the people that will change the perception of what people in America think about Islam
are other Americans. It’s not going to be foreigners”. Laura’s comments suggest the
racial separation is not being perpetuated by the African American community; rather,
foreign Muslims are perhaps unaware of the potential benefits to embracing their African
American counterparts.
Theme 4: Stronger Connection to Religious Identity
All four participants were asked to explain how they position their racial identities
compared to their religious identity. Throughout this theme, descriptions and
explanations were consistent across the four interviews and relied heavily on their belief
that the Quran instructs them to hold their Islamic faith higher than any other aspect of
their lives. While all four women expressed a strong connection to their racial identities,
in the end, their religious identities took precedence. Throughout the first theme, the hijab
functioned as a way for African American Muslim women to merge two identities based
on a shared cultural history with the larger African American community. Throughout
this theme, the hijab is explained further as a pronouncement of a strong Islamic identity
and a commitment to the command of Allah. Laura explains, “It’s a personal choice that
we are trying to do what we think God wants us to do. I wear the hijab because I feel like
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we [Muslim women] should; we are suppose to.” Droogsma (2007) claims, “women who
converted to Islam in their adulthood describe hijab as an important marker of identity;
they emphasized this aspect more than those who grew up in the faith” (p. 302). The three
converts (Laura, Susan, and Mary) echoed Droogsma’s (2007) findings through their
experiences with Christianity. Prior to converting, all three women were apart of the
Christian faith, and it wasn’t until they converted to Islam and adopt the hijab did they
feel a sense of connection to a religious identity.
Laura explains the discomfort she felt in her practice of Christianity, which would
eventually lead her to Islam,
I felt like my practice of Christianity was very loose and even when I tried to be a
really strong Christian I wasn’t finding what I needed to hold me accountable. I
kept finding things, you know, Jesus died for all our sins. I noticed a lot of people
around me taking that for granted. Church on Sunday, hang out and party on
Friday and Saturday do whatever. And then on Sunday everything is fine. I just
didn’t want to be like that. I needed to hold myself accountable so I wanted to
find something that did that. And when I was looking at Islam I felt like it did that
for me.
It wasn’t until Laura began wearing the hijab did she feel a sense of accountability
through her religious practice; an adjustment in her identity took place and a shift
occurred that placed her religious identity in the primary position. She explains the
contentment she felt when this took place,
I think it is a very good reminder of what I am actually here for. I actually really
like it. I just look at myself everyday and say “This is what I’m here for and I
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need to concentrate on that.” I thought it would be a huge change for me, but I
actually felt a sense of peace when I put it on and left it on. It just changed the
way I view things.
Adopting the hijab proved to be an essential element of her identity formation as a
Muslim woman. It provided Laura the opportunity to discard past insecurities and
confusions regarding Christianity to accept a way of life that made sense to her while
fulfilling her religious needs. Mary’s experiences are similar to Laura’s, in that, she felt
called to wear the hijab despite her parent’s disapproval.
At school I put it on for a day. I decided to start wearing it slowly to start getting
into it, but then I kept wearing it day after day. I kept putting it on and didn’t
want

to take it off. It felt so natural. Even though my parents didn’t let me wear it, I
still snuck around and wore it.

Mary’s experience with parental disapproval and her choice to identify the hijab as a
crucial element of her practice of Islam despite familial pressures was echoed in Susan’s
experience with placing her Islamic identity before any other. Although Susan has a great
relationships with her extended family, she explains how her Islamic beliefs must trump a
family connection,
Islam always has to come first for me. If it’s some type of party, some type of
African American party with my families getting together, If I feel the need to
remove myself from a situation I’m not going to stay there just because it’s my
family. I’m going to remove myself to protect myself and my family based on
what my religion says. Islam always has to come first no matter what.
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For these women, the choice to begin wearing the hijab marks a reordering their personal
identities which places their Islamic beliefs as their main commitment. Throughout the
first theme, all four participants shared a desire to always incorporate their African
American heritage into their practice of Islam. However, when a choices are made
regarding which identity will take precedence, their Islamic values trump their African
American identity. While their commitment to Islam remains strong, racial tension
continue to arise in their Muslim communities based on differences in religious
traditions.
Phenomenological Reflection
In this study, four African American Muslim women disclosed their experiences
with wearing the hijab and how it impacts their memberships in both their African
American and Muslim communities. Participants expressed how the hijab acts as a
tangible marker of their Islamic faith while simultaneously connecting them to their
history as an African American woman. Most specifically, the hijab is connected to a
shared history of head wraps in the African American community encompassing both a
racial and religious identity. Therefore, it does not act to separate them from African
American women who do not practice Islam; instead, participants described a sense of
respect that is established based on a shared understanding of their racial culture.
All four participants expressed a strong understanding of the importance their
African American identity has on their practice of Islam. Specifically, Laura explained
how it becomes a challenge to instill a sense of racial pride into their children’s selfimage because of the strong religious identity that is already established. Laura, along
with the other women, described a desire to not cast aside their racial identity simply
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because they have found themselves in a new religious group. They continually strive for
balance between their religious and racial identities. However, despite their connection
to their African American roots, they believe Islam must be prioritized over every other
aspect of their life. This commitment is often tested by outsider’s and foreign insider’s
misconceptions surrounding African American women who wear the hijab.
When wearing the hijab, questions arise regarding their racial make-up; both
outsiders and foreign insiders often mistakenly believe these women are foreign born.
This confusion arose during post-9/11 media coverage when the hijab became directly
tied to the image of foreign women overseas. This confusion not only permits African
American Muslim women to feel displaced in their racial communities, but it also
perpetuates a lack of ownership in their Muslim faith. Feelings of displacement continue
to arise when racial divisions occur between African American Muslims and foreign
Muslims living in the United States.
The participants in this study believe merging the African American Muslim
community with the foreign Muslim community could provide social, political, and
financial benefits for all parties involved. Participants expressed how in their overall
American Muslim community, foreign Muslims possess financial capital due to their
privileged backgrounds and the jobs they are able to secure once they come to the United
States. However, they do not hold the same kind of political and social capital found
within the African American Muslim community. According to participants, this social
and political capital was fought for and won during the Civil Rights Movement. By
combining attributes held by both groups, participants believe a stronger, more mutually
beneficial American Muslim community could exist.

62

All four participants expressed their desire to place religion above every other
aspect of their personal identities. However, a close examination of the interview data
reveals the women’s eagerness to disclose how their African American heritage
influences every aspect of their lives--most prominently, their Islamic practice.
Examining tables 1-4 reveals how dominant the women’s racial identities are. Three out
of the four significant statements directly relate to the women’s African American racial
makeup. Therefore, on the surface, the interview data provides an answer to the question
on how these women position their religious identities compared to their racial identities.
Based on the interviews and the women’s exact words, the answer is clearly that their
religious identities supersede their racial identities. However, a closer examination of the
women’s words shows a heavy reliance on their racial background to explain their
answers. This discrepancy exhibits an opportunity for future research. To understand this
complication further, interview questions need to be developed to understand why these
women claim their religious identity over their racial identity despite their tendencies to
answer questions in a way that is directly tied to their racial background.
Limitations
Number of participants. Because I chose to interview four participants for this
study, the findings cannot lead to a comprehensive understanding of every African
American Muslim woman who wears a hijab. Qualitative methods differ from the goals
of quantitative methods which include reaching generalizable statements and applying
those statements to a group of people; rather, a qualitative approach seeks to gain an
appreciation of a particular phenomenon experienced by the participants being studied
(Creswell, 2013). The data gained from the small pool of participants can be used to
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garner a greater understanding of the experiences of African American women while
informing future research opportunities. The themes that emerged through careful
consideration of the interviews can be tested further by myself and additional researchers
who choose to study the experiences of these women. Additionally, the findings of this
study have the potential to increase awareness in Muslim American communities to allow
for African American Muslims and foreign Muslims to forge mutually beneficial
relationships.5
Focusing solely on the experiences of women who wear the hijab. The
intersection of race, gender, and religion provides disparate standpoints for the women
participants in this study compared to their male counterparts. Based on how the hijab
acts as a cultural and religious marker in the Muslim community, this study chose to
focus on the experience of women who wear a hijab on a daily basis. Because of the
hijab, outsiders have the ability to immediately understand that the woman wearing it is a
member of the Islamic faith. Perhaps Muslim men and women who do not possess a
physical marker of Islam construct their identities differently than the women of this
study. In order to better understand the distinct experiences of all African American
Muslims in the United States based, further studies are required.
However, beginning the research at the lives of women who are African
American and wear a hijab provide an initial understanding of identity development
among African American Muslims because they possess both a visible marker of their
race (skin tone) and also of their religion (hijab). Males within the African American
5

In theme 4, Laura describes the differences in social, political, and financial capital held by
African American Muslims (social and political capital) and foreign Muslims (financial capital). Her words
suggest that building relationships between the two groups and combining the different assets each group
brings to the table would further the Muslim cause in the United States. Forging relationships could help to
dispel engrained stereotypes surround both the African American community and the foreign community.
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Muslim community do not have this physical marker of their religious beliefs on a daily
basis like the females do; therefore, beginning this research at the lives of these women
provides a overall understanding, which can then be narrowed further to include the
experiences of men and women who do not wear the hijab.
Validity. A final limitation of this study includes a lack of triangulation, which
can add to the validity of a qualitative research study. According to Creswell (2013), “In
triangulation, researchers make use of multiple and different sources, methods,
investigators, and theories to provide corroborating evidence” (p. 251). By relying solely
data from the four interviews, this study did not attain triangulation. However, this study
acts as a pilot, and the four interviews are an excellent beginning to a long list of research
opportunities surrounding this subject.
Overview of Findings
This chapter discussed the research findings of this phenomenological study
focused on African American Muslim women who wear a hijab. Through the analysis of
interview data, four themes emerged. These themes include: merging of racial and
religious identities, insider and outsider racial confusion, stronger religious identity, and
racial tensions in the American Muslim community. After reflecting on the emergent
themes, the essence of the study was developed and explored in the phenomenological
reflection section. The study revealed valuable information regarding the make up of
African American Muslim women’s identities and how they navigate both their racial and
religious communities. The findings of this study provide ample opportunity for
development of the subject, opportunities that will be discussed in chapter five.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to better understand the
lived experiences of African American Muslim women who wear the hijab throughout
their day-to-day lives. Four participants were chosen and interviewed. From there, the
interviews were transcribed word-for-word and then analyzed. Through the analysis of
data, four themes emerged. These themes include: merging of racial and religious
identities, insider and outsider racial confusion, stronger religious identity, and racial
tensions in the American Muslim community. The development and explanation of these
themes helped to answer the research questions guiding this study. The primary research
question was: How do African American Muslim women who wear a hijab successfully
negotiate their Muslim identities and their African American identities in their day-to-day
lives? Additionally, this study holds a subsidiary research question: Do African
American Muslim women who wear a hijab experience exclusion from either their
Muslim or African American communities? Research participants consisted of four
African American Muslim women who wear the hijab. This study relied on personal
interviews with the four participants to gain a better understanding of the phenomenon
being studied. The questions asked throughout the interview can be found in the
appendix.
Throughout this chapter, I provide a concise overview of the findings, which is
explored in further detail throughout Chapter 4. Next, I explore connections between the
literature review and the findings of this particular study. Finally, I will consider the
contributions this research holds for the Communication discipline along with the
Religious and Gender Studies disciplines.
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Summary of Findings
Throughout data analysis, significant statements were pulled out from each
interview to form the themes of this phenomenological study. Once the themes were
explained in great detail, the essence of the study was provided. Creswell (2013) explains
the essence of a phenomenological study as the “grasp of the very nature of the thing” (p.
76). Therefore, the essence was written up in a brief paragraphs to provide readers a
synthesized explanation of the four themes.
Theme 1: Merging of racial and religious identities. Throughout this first
theme, participants explained how the hijab works to combine both their racial and
religious identities. Earlier research (Droogsma, 2007) suggests that when a woman
makes the decision to adopt the hijab, she casts aside her racial identity and places her
religious identity in its place. However, Laura explains how she began wearing the hijab
to provide a good example for her unborn baby girl. The hijab acts a a physical reminder
for her children of what a dedication to Islam looks like; therefore, Laura described the
importance of building up a sense of racial pride in her children as well. Most notably,
she explains this importance,
I have children. I have four daughters and a son and at the end of the day they are
Black. They are seen in America as Black. They are seen in the Muslim
community as Black. And it’s not always a positive thing. So now I feel like I
want to instill more of the racial identity. They have the foundation of religion:
they see us practicing, we teach it, we talk about it. God knows what happens
when they leave the house, but I feel like they have a good base, a good
foundation. I want them to feel proud of being Black, too. I want them to feel
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proud that they are Muslim. I don’t want any person, Muslim or not, to make
them feel like less than a Muslim because they are Black.
Laura shows that African American Muslim women do not cast aside their racial identity;
rather, they do their best to incorporate both their religious identities and racial identities
in their self image and that of their children’s.
Additionally, the hijab acts to connect these women to their African American
roots due to a history of head wraps in the African American community. Susan
comments on this shared history with the wrap, “Growing up I would see people wearing
different wraps and looking back at African history there’s a lot of wraps. They may or
may not be Muslims. They may be Christian, but the wrap has always been a big thing.”
An awareness of this tradition for African Americans produces a sense of respect and
acceptance for their Muslim counterparts. A common ground is established bolstering a
shared connection through a collective history.
Theme 2: Insider and outsider racial confusion. Across this theme, participants
disclose the frustrations they feel when their racial identity is questioned because of the
hijab. The media storm surrounding 9/11 portrayed the hijab as an image directly tied to a
foreign Islamic practice causing outsiders to question the background of African
American Muslim women who wear it. Laura explains how the hijab took on a foreign
identity in the minds of American outsiders,
Since 9/11 the images of what Islam is and who represents Islam that are pumped
on television and people who are brought to speak for Islam even in America are
foreign representations. Now they’re [the American public] also seeing a different
side of Islam and maybe that’s because converts or other African American
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Muslims aren’t doing what we should be doing in those neighborhoods anymore
the way that the Nation was doing. So now the younger generation, their exposure
is that foreign concept of Islam when in actuality Islam has been engrained in
America, you know, for centuries.
The image of Islam in America was once connected to the Nation of Islam, but since 9/11
a new image has unfolded leaving outsiders believing Islam and the hijab are strictly
foreign concepts. For Michelle, the confusion she received from outsiders allowed her to
question her decision to wear the hijab,
When I went to public school it was the first time, that was the first time I had to
question my faith because other people were questioning it. You know, “Why do
you wear that?” and I had to ask myself questions that I hadn’t before growing up.
When I was 16 or 17 that’s when I think even though I always wore the hijab,
that’s when I really made the decision to wear it because I understood what it
symbolized and the purpose of it. Before it was just kind of like I wore it but my
heart wasn’t into it. It was kind of like a costume.
Michelle’s identity as a Muslim woman grew stronger because of the uncertainty she was
forced to address for outsiders questioning her religious beliefs and her choice to wear the
hijab. However, outsiders are not the only group questioning African American Muslim
women’s authenticity. Mary shared a story describing how foreign Muslims assume she
is from a different country,
I’m not the lightest person, but I’m also not the darkest person. My features are
really different. I have small lips, I don’t have that big of a nose, and I have really
small eyes. People tell me I don’t look completely Black, whatever that means.
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And they usually think I am mixed, which kills me. When I put on the scarf, the
first thing somebody asked me, and they were Black, was “are you mixed?” They
always think I’m foreign. Most people don’t usually think I am American until
they hear my name.
All four participants experienced confusion regarding their racial makeup from both
outsiders and Muslims insiders. Laura attributed this confusion to a lack of public
awareness of the African American Muslim community present in the United States.
Theme 3: Stronger religious identity. Despite participants acknowledging the
importance of their racial identity in the first theme, all four women position their
religious identity at the forefront of their self-image. Laura explains that this desire stems
from a commandment from Allah in the Quran. “It’s a personal choice that we are trying
to do what we think God wants us to do. I wear the hijab because I feel like we [Muslim
women] should; we are suppose to” she says. Throughout the first theme, the hijab
functioned as a way to connect African American Muslim women to their racial history.
However, the women expanded upon an additional function of the hijab and how it has an
impact on the formation of their religious identity. Droogsma (2007) contends, “women
who converted to Islam in their adulthood describe hijab as an important marker of
identity; they emphasized this aspect more than those who grew up in the faith” (p. 302).
The three converts in this study, Laura, Susan, and Mary, echoed Droogsma’s claims
when they explained how their adoption of the hijab left them with a sense of peace.
Mary explains this transformation,
At school I put it on for a day. I decided to start wearing it slowly to start getting
into it, but then I kept wearing it day after day. I kept putting it on and didn’t
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want

to take it off. It felt so natural. Even though my parents didn’t let me wear it, I
still snuck around and wore it.

All four participants agreed throughout the third theme that when choices are made
regarding the make-up of their identities, their Islamic beliefs must take precedence over
any other aspect of their lives.
Theme 4: Racial tensions in the American Muslim community. African
Americans have a long history of oppression and racism in the United States that has
carried over into their Muslim communities based on the comments made by the four
participants. Michelle addressed issues of interracial marriage between African American
and foreign Muslims. The model minority status continues to draw divisions between the
two groups, which carried over into who is deemed appropriate to marry despite a shared
religious connection. Michelle explains an experience of her sister,
She is looking to get married and the issue of race comes up a lot. We’ll have the
discussion with our friends and even with people in the community. A lot of times
the whole issue of interracial marriage comes up. My sister feels that, which I
understand her opinion, that there is a lot of racism when it comes to marrying
interracially for African Americans. Most people want their children to marry
inside their culture and they say even if you marry outside African Americans are
the ones that are the least preferred. I had a discussion with my friend, she is
getting ready to get married, and her Dad has said you have to marry somebody
from the same country as us, but if you have to marry someone from a different
race it must be anybody besides an African American.
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Immigrant Muslims internalize the embedded ideologies surrounding Blackness in the
United States that separate themselves from their African American counterparts to
maintain the socially constructed position of model minority. Laura believes great strides
could be made if the racial divisions within the American Muslim community were
broken. According to Laura, if both groups come together they could share their
individual strengths to create a stronger American Muslims community,
So, in a community there is social capital which means that you have in roads
with people, people believe you, you are amongst the people you are helping
people, they trust you. Then you have political capital: you have the power of the
vote, power to make policy, power to make congress listen to you. Then you have
financial capital. They way it breaks down in my mind is that the immigrant
community has the majority of financial capital. They are doctors. They are
engineers. When immigrants come over here they are the cream of the crop. But
here in America everybody who is Muslim...the Muslims here can be from all
socioeconomic statuses and a lot of the times they come from the poorest
populations, but we have the social and political capital they are seeking. That
political capital they are seeking, we have it because we fought for it in the 60s
and 70s. So if we could figure out a way to combine those powers we could be a
more powerful community as a whole.
Becoming more aware of one another and actively pursuing mutually beneficial
relationships has great potential for developing the American Muslim community
regardless of racial makeup.
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Connecting the Findings to the Theory and Literature
Qualitative research should be grounded within a theoretical framework and
supported by current research surrounding the topic being studied. This section will cover
the differences and similarities found within this study compared to the existing
literature. Topics covered will included: Feminist Standpoint Theory and African
American Muslim women and the hijab. Feminist Standpoint theory, the theoretical
foundation for this study, will be covered first.
Feminist Standpoint Theory. The conceptualization of Feminist Standpoint
Theory dates back to Sandra Harding’s (1991) notion that because women have been
oppressed throughout history, they hold a less distorted view of reality which has the
potential to produce purer forms of knowledge. This oppression develops an outsiderwithin mentality for women defined as, “social locations or border spaces making the
boundaries between groups of unequal power. Individuals acquire identities as ‘outsiderswithin’ by their placement in these social locations” (Collins, 1991, p. 320). Due to the
intersection of race, gender, and religious beliefs, African American Muslim women gain
an outsider-within identity in both their religious communities and their African
American communities. Along with a phenomenological approach, Feminist Standpoint
Theory was chosen specifically to provide a space where women were given the
opportunity share their stories based on their unique standpoint in both their religious and
racial communities.
The majority of research focusing on American Muslims deals primarily with the
foreign identity and with specific attention payed to the experiences of Muslim men
(Karim, 2009). Harding explains the basic tenant of Feminist Standpoint Theory,
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“Starting from the ‘standpoint of women’...enables us to recover the process through
which social life in fact has taken the forms we see around us...and we will come to some
understandings of both women’s and men’s lives very different from the account favored
in conventional social theory” (Hardring, 1991, pp. 128-129). Therefore, choosing to
interview African American Muslim women for this study perfectly coincides with the
goals of the theory. Using this theory provides a unique perspective on African American
and Muslim relations that may not otherwise be uncovered if men were the primary
sources of information. To further the goals of this research, it will be important to
continue to incorporate the basic ideas of Feminist Standpoint Theory by seeking out
women’s voices within Muslim communities who hold a different standpoint than the
women of this initial study.
African American Muslim women and the hijab. The background for this
study relied heavily on Karim’s 2009 book American Muslim Women: Negotiating Race,
Class, and Gender within the Ummah. A major focus of this study dealt with how the
hijab functions as a way to bring together both a Muslim and African American identity.
Karim (2009) states, “wearing the hijab as a way to reconnect with African Americans
demonstrates that even as individuals move across ethnic spaces with tension, their travel
constantly creates links among different spaces and between past and present” (p. 113).
The women of this study all demonstrated a desire to keep both their religious and racial
identities strong. By wearing the hijab, they are able to bridge the gap because of a shared
cultural history with their African American counterparts.
Further studies are needed to explore how African American Muslim who do not
wear the hijab negotiate their religious and racial identities without a physical marker of
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their religious commitment. Perhaps women who do not wear the hijab give precedence
to their racial identity when constructing their self-image rather than their religious
identity. Further studies are required to understand the different standpoints and
experiences not hijab wearing Muslim women have. Additionally, the scope of this
research should not be limited to the experiences of African American Muslim
women.The Muslim American community is made of a variety women possessing
disparate racial, ethnic, and religious identities. Because this topic has had very little
attention payed to it, the possibilities are wide-ranging.
Contributions
Communication Studies discipline. A major gap exists in the Communication
discipline regarding this subject. The majority of this research is specific to immigrant
Muslim women’s experiences and excludes the experiences of African American Muslim
women who make up a large part of the American Muslim community. The intention of
this research is to encourage additional scholars to delve into this topic area while
providing future research opportunities for myself. Additionally, this pilot study will help
to broaden the horizons of Islamic studies within this particular discipline.
By employing Feminist Standpoint Theory, discussions of gender, race, and
religious beliefs are brought into the conversation, topics often ignored by scholars. This
research not only demonstrates a lack of attention payed to African American Muslims in
current scholarship, but it also highlights the importance of intersectionality. For
example, within in this study the intersection of race, gender, and religious beliefs
provided a unique standpoint for the women being interviewed. Without acknowledging
those aspects of their identities, the research would fall short of complete descriptions.
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Gender/Religious Studies discipline. Because this study incorporates both
gender and religious identities in the overall framework of the analysis, it provides an
opportunity for cross-discipline collaboration. Instead of remaining strictly within our
respected disciplines, studies such as this encourage scholars from differing backgrounds
to bring their unique perspectives together to create in-depth descriptions of the
phenomenon. Additionally, the collaboration will build a larger awareness surrounding
the research due to the access of multiple scholarly avenues.
Researcher Reflections
As a beginning researcher, I believe undertaking a research project of this size and
seeing it through to completion has been an invaluable learning experience. Prior to this
project, I had a very limited knowledge base regarding how to conduct a
phenomenological study, how to successfully hold interviews with participants, and how
to analyze the data presented throughout the narratives. Through the completion of this
project, I feel confident I possess the blossoming abilities to continue on this path and
produce additional phenomenological research pertaining to African American Muslim
women and other topics that hold my interest.
Reflecting back, I feel my biggest strength as a phenomenological researcher is
my ability to set aside my bias as much as possible in order to understand and interpret
the participant’s stories and experiences without compromising their integrity. For
example, I identify as a feminist; therefore, studying a group of women who choose to
wear a garment, such as the hijab, calls into question my personal feelings regarding
oppression experienced by women in the Islamic faith. By acknowledging my
preconceived notions on the subject, I fully realize and accept the fact that I hold a strong
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bias that could potentially misconstrue the interview data I receive. However, because I
was able to identify this bias before the study began, I had adequate time to research and
better understand women’s decisions to wear the hijab in the United States. I came to find
out that despite the oppressive image that is often attributed to the hijab, many Muslim
women view their choice as a feminist act. In our American culture where women’s
bodies are repeatedly objectified and sexualized in the media, women who wear the hijab
often feel they are taking back ownership of their sexuality by covering certain parts of
their bodies. While this does not hold true for all women who wear the hijab in the United
States, understanding the different nuances of the hijab helped me as a researcher to
understand differing perspectives.
However, through the defense process, I came to realize that perhaps my ability to
bracket is also a weakness of mine. A committee member pointed out that throughout the
analysis portion of my research, I took the word of the interviewees as absolute and did
not fully flesh out the nuances and contradictions found throughout the text. For example,
all four women expressed their desire to place their Islamic practice before any other
aspect in their lives. However, a closer look at the interview data reveals a heavy reliance
on their African American heritage when discussing certain facets of their lives. This
oversight came from a misinterpretation of how Feminist Standpoint Theory should be
carried out through a research project. My committee member helped me realize that, yes,
the woman’s voices and experiences should be at the forefront of the research, but that
does not necessarily mean the research should not also seek a deeper meaning beyond the
surface level of the words.
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Reflecting back, I now realized I did not not look for the deeper meanings
because I did not want to risk distorting the women’s meanings and words. Representing
women and helping our society understand the lives of women more fully is a research
goal that I hope to carry with me throughout my career. With time and experience, I
believe I will come to understand the fine line a qualitative researcher must walk when
interpreting the words of his/her subjects. Through this research project, I fell on the
conservative side of that line. I will continue to look for the middle ground and strive for
a more sophisticated analysis section in future research projects.
Overview
This study sought to understand the experiences of African American Muslim
women who wear a hijab and how they negotiate both their religious and racial identities.
The research was guided by two research questions. The first, and most prominent: How
do African American Muslim women who wear a hijab successfully negotiate their
Muslim identities and their African American identities in their day-to-day lives? A
secondary research questions was also developed: Do African American Muslim women
who wear a hijab experience exclusion from either their Muslim or African American
communities? The completion of this study will help to satisfy requirements for my
Master’s degree completion.
Research participants included four women who were African American, Muslim,
and wore a hijab. Descriptions of the four women were provided in chapter three along
with how they were contacted to participate in the study. Once each participant was
interviewed, the interview data was transcribed and then analyzed. Through a
phenomenological analysis, four themes emerged capturing the experiences of the
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participants. The four themes include: merging of racial and religious identities, insider
and outsider racial confusion, stronger religious identity, and racial tensions in the
American Muslim community. Detailed charts describing the significant statement,
conceptualized meaning, and name of theme were developed to help readers understand
the analysis process.
Once the themes were decided upon and fully descried with quotations from the
participants and explanations of those quotations, a the essence of the phenomenological
study was produced:
In this study, four African American Muslim women disclosed their experiences
with wearing the hijab and how it impacts their memberships in both their African
American and Muslim communities. Participants expressed how the hijab acts as
a tangible marker of their Islamic faith while simultaneously connecting them to
their history as an African American woman. All four participants expressed a
strong understanding of the importance their African American identity has on
their practice of Islam; however, despite their connection to their African
American roots, they believe Islam must be prioritized over every other aspect of
their life. This commitment is often tested by outsider’s and foreign insider’s
misconceptions surrounding African American women who wear the hijab. When
wearing the hijab, questions arise regarding their racial make-up; both outsiders
and foreign insiders often mistakenly believe these women are foreign born. This
confusion not only permits African American Muslim women feel displaced in
their racial communities, but it also perpetuates a lack of ownership in their
Muslim faith. Feelings of displacement continue to arise when racial divisions
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occur between African American Muslims and foreign Muslims living in the
United States. The participants in this study believe merging of the African
American Muslim community with the Foreign Muslim community could provide
social, political, and financial benefits for all parties involved.
The essence of this study provides a concise overview for readers and acts as a
“culminating aspect of a phenomenological study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 79).
Chapter 5 recounts the findings of the study and provides connections to the
theoretical framework and previous literature written on the subject. Because a qualitative
approach was used for this study, the findings of this research cannot be broadly applied
like the findings of a quantitative study; however, this research provides an excellent
starting point for understanding the lives of African American Muslim women. A
qualitative approach will help set the groundwork needed for additional qualitative
research on the subject and a more expansive quantitative approach to this topic.
Combining both approaches will allow for a vast understanding of the subject.
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Appendix
Interview Guide for Researcher
- Introduce myself, purpose of study.
- Have them read and sign consent form.
- Ensure confidentiality.
- Begin by asking how they are, what kind of day they’ve had, etc. Something to build
rapport.
- Tell them that you are starting the audio recorder.
1. Tell me about your religious background.

2. Describe your decision to start wearing a hijab.

3. Is there a certain way you prefer to wear your hijab? If so, why?

4. Does your mother wear a hijab?

5. How does the African American community respond to you wearing a hijab?

6. Describe how wearing a hijab impacts your membership in the Muslim community.

7. In your opinion, is there racial separation in your Muslim community?

8. Those are all my questions. Would you like to add anything else?
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